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ABSTRACT 
 
Pongluelert, Aubrey, M.S., Spring 2020               Environmental Studies 
Tending to the Tapestry: An Ecofeminist Interpretation of Women Farmer-Artists’ Stories 
Chairperson: Neva Hassanein  
There is a disconnect in Western academia, between classroom conversations concerning 
the impact of environmental degradation on rural communities, and engagement with those 
communities whom we are discussing. Those working in environmental studies are confronted 
with the question of how to effectively communicate the concerns addressed by the field in ways 
which are accessible to, and engage broader audiences. Creative languages such as the visual 
arts, storytelling, and music are invaluable tools in this task because they offer accessible and 
culturally relevant means of conveying ideas, perspectives, and experiences. This project 
examines the ways in which these creative languages contribute to effective communication and 
knowledge sharing in social environmental movements. Utilizing a critical ecofeminist lens, it 
also emphasizes women’s role and knowledge as creative makers and food producers, and seeks 
to amplify their historically marginalized voices. This project shares the experiences of women 
working in the areas of both agriculture and art, documents and interprets these stories to find 
connections between the two areas, and uses the connections discovered to expand the languages 
employed in environmental discourse. It demonstrates that ecofeminist theory, sustainable 
farming, and artistic practices are integrally linked by their shared ability to support the 
processes of storytelling, building place and identity, addressing social dynamics, and 
deconstructing dualisms. Pairing conceptual portraits with written accounts of 10 participants' 
narratives, this qualitative research study explores how the creative and emotional languages 
expressed through sustainable agriculture and artistic practices serve as tools in confronting and 
healing myriad issues across personal, public, and socio-ecological spheres.  
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My breath is your breath, your breath is mine. It’s the great poem of give and 
take, of reciprocity that animates the world. Isn’t that a story worth telling?   
 
- Robin Wall Kimmerer, Braiding Sweetgrass  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
a woman can’t survive  
by her own breath 
       alone 
she must know 
the voices of mountains 
she must recognize 
the forever-ness of blue sky 
she must flow  
with the elusive 
bodies 
of night wind women 
who will take her into 
her own self 
 
look at me 
i am not a separate woman 
i am a continuance  
of blue sky 
i am the throat  
of the Sandia mountains 
a night wind woman  
who burns 
with every breath 
she takes 
- Joy Harjo, What Moon Drove Me to This? 
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PREFACE 
Like all things that grow, this project began as a seed. This seed was a feeling – 
discovered, planted, and germinated when I was an undergraduate studying Environmental 
Studies and Studio Art at Oberlin College. Through a fellowship working on the integrated 
landscape of the Environmental Studies department’s building, I found myself maintaining the 
site’s organic garden. The touch and the smell of the soil, planting seeds and seeing them sprout, 
and the miraculous moment when the first fruits emerge, brought me a deep sense of 
gratification, appreciation, and connectedness. I was struck by an overwhelming awareness that 
the feeling I experienced watching these vegetables grow from the earth was the same as that 
which I experienced creating art in my studio. It is the magic of witnessing something come into 
being under your hands. I marveled at this connection between art and ecology. Yet, it was 
abstract and emotional – too lofty to place in the academic world, where there were tests to study 
for, articles to analyze, and essays to write.  
I kept this feeling to myself, hardly tending to it, though its roots, no doubt, continued to 
spread. When I began working the soil again as a graduate student in Missoula, Montana, the 
feeling of that connection between growing plants and creating art pushed its way back up 
through me; though this time the feeling refused to be ignored. Outside of my school work, I 
began researching and compiling a list of women who worked in both farming and artistic 
practices, seeking to better understand my own experiences and thoughts. I needed to know if the 
connection I felt so powerfully was shared by other creators. I needed to hear their stories.  
With attention and feeding, this project has grown and come into full form as an art 
essay, comprised of ten stories that are shared both through writing and visual art. Using words 
and images in tandem generates strength, as these two forms of rhetoric support each other in 
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synergistic communication and representation. As Linda Robins (1998) writes in Crafting 
Gender, “an image can go much further than spoken or written language and is not held in check 
by barriers of literary and education” (p. 14).  
This art essay shares the stories of women who are both farmers and artists. These stories 
were gathered through interviews, and interpreted through text and visual art. In the collection of 
stories, I seek to explore the connections between agricultural processes and artistic practices. 
The search is inspired by the similarities I continue to experience between farming and 
producing visual creative works – that powerful recognition of the magic witnessed in watching 
something come into being under one’s own hands, from one’s own heart, and with one’s own 
care. Through this project, I have found that the creativity shared between farming and art is 
indeed a common experience. Yet it seems to me that the stories of these deep connections have 
historically remained hidden, particularly in the world of academia. Where are these stories in 
the literature of our classrooms? Where are these stories in our history of the environmental 
movement? Where is the acknowledgement of the incredible power of this traditional creativity 
in our modern society? In our academic institutions?  
Addressing these questions in this project, I found my mind returning repeatedly to a 
particular image. The literature I read, conversations I had with women, listening to their stories, 
my own experiences, all merged and found meaning in this image. It is the image of an 
interdependent and interconnected whole, often represented as a web or a fabric, a great tapestry 
of life billowing out and down, in and up, each piece tied to every other in layers upon layers of 
stitches. This image is based on the understanding that we, as a human community, are in no way 
separate from the greater earth community, which is in no way separate from the greater cosmic 
community. And accordingly, “we must say of the universe that it is a communion of subjects, 
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not a collection of objects... As humans we are born of the Earth, nourished by the Earth, healed 
by the Earth” (Berry 2006:17-18). We are all intricately linked, and so what we do in our 
personal lives emanates into our society and surrounding environments and the whole living 
planet, and eventually comes back to us. In the process of creating this art essay, I believed that 
there was meaning and sense to the intuitive connection I felt between farming and art. But in 
early stages, of reading and listening and documenting stories, I struggled to identify a structure 
or a means of articulating this meaning. I struggled, not because it wasn’t there, but because 
everything I gathered in front of me was so interrelated, with too many overlaps and links to 
separate and categorize. But this, I think, is the most important insight I found. Though unique to 
each woman, these stories, all of our stories, cannot be separated from each other. The task of 
this project is not to detangle, but to recognize and appreciate the threads that connect us. My 
work thus responds to the ideologies of ecofeminist theory, which “seeks to reweave new stories 
that acknowledge and value [the] biological and cultural diversity that sustains all life” 
(Diamond and Orenstein 1990:xi). Adopting this relevant ecofeminist lens, the stories in this 
project show how creative languages such as those expressed through farming and art, offer us 
paths towards such remedial reweaving. Like our human community, and earth community, and 
cosmic community, this project is a tapestry.  
*** 
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INTRODUCTION: STITCHING AND SOWING 
I cannot remember which I learned first as a young girl – threading thread through the 
eye of a needle, pulling the slight silver over and under cloth, measured stitches and even lines, 
or seeding seeds in the soil, finger deep pockets in the earth, gently covered and watered in. To 
stitch and to sow are hardly different things, though few are clearly taught this, and it is easy to 
forget the way your hands hold your heartbeat in the creating. What happens when we watch 
something grow under our palms – unfurl out from our fingertips like webs – birthed from our 
bodies in waves of red?  
 We live in a time where we, as a human society, tend to forget the common origin of our 
creation and creativity. We forget that we come from the soil – that everything which keeps us 
alive also comes from that same soil. We live in a time where we have learned to hold the earth 
community around us at arm’s length. We have disconnected from the land, the plants, the 
waters, and the creatures, because this disconnection is a prerequisite to the practice of a logic of 
domination. “We have become locked into ourselves, as though larger segments of the human 
have become paralyzed” (Berry 2006:18). Without an emotional connection to the earth and 
cosmic community, our modern society has produced a culture and infrastructure that “takes 
from the earth without giving back, that values control and conquest more than compassion and 
communion, that sees the world in fragments rather than as a whole cloth” (Jack and Andersen 
1991:270). 
 We are unwell because we have been undoing the stitches which hold together our 
relationships to the greater earth and cosmic communities. We are unwell because we have cut 
holes in that fabric of life – a fabric that must remain intact to be healthy. Each tear in fabric 
weakens and affects the whole, thus the issues we must confront continue to multiply, each tied 
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to another in a tangled mass. We are unwell because our house is unwell. Those of us engaged in 
environmental discourse seek to identify, spread awareness and concern, and work towards 
remedies for this illness – to a reweaving of the cut threads and torn pieces of fabric. For as artist 
and activist Mundano declares, “we are not defending nature, we are nature defending itself” 
(Davis 2019).  
However, because the challenges we face are so widespread, approaches amongst those 
in the environmental field vary and sometimes come into conflict. As a student in the academic 
world of environmental studies and science, I have found that much of the knowledge shared in 
this sphere is rather exclusive to institutions and scholars. The languages used to share the 
knowledge circulating in academics are often not languages that are accessible to a diverse 
audience. Conversely, the knowledge of those outside the academic realm – those of rural, third 
world, and indigenous communities – has not historically been credited as valuable because it is 
not shared in the same languages as those used in institutions. 
When brought into the offices and classrooms of academia, the importance of 
understanding the development and facts of the countless issues being addressed often seems to 
overshadow the importance of connecting to the people and places effected by these issues – the 
true reasons why factual understandings of the issues do matter. There is a place, and indeed, a 
great importance for scientific, statistical, and historical knowledge concerning our ecological 
crisis, but environmental movements cannot build strength solely from charts and articles that 
require an institutional username and password to read. In agreeance, and specifically in relation 
to sustainable agriculture movements, Logsdon (2007) writes, “art is as important as science (is, 
indeed, a part of science, as science is a part of art) in maintaining civilized life on earth, which 
is what agriculture should be doing” (p. 297). I have tried to find a place for the connection I feel 
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between sustainable farming and art in these academic spheres. But I have come to recognize 
that it is not a matter of fitting this feeling into the existing literature or structures, it is a matter 
of making space and giving value to this feeling in the academic world.  
Like all social movements, environmental movements grow where there is soul – when 
issues touch the heart, when what is loved is at risk, when there is an emotional connection to the 
cause. Within the scholarly field of environmental studies there is a disconnect between the 
conversations and comprehension regarding the issues, and the actual human and non-human 
communities where the impacts of these issues are most felt. Bridging this disconnect requires 
forms of communication that are more accessible than those used and circulated through 
academic spheres. Environmental Studies does not sufficiently recognize and integrate the 
incredible importance of cultural soul in communication and the expression it often finds in art 
and other traditional forms of storytelling. For as farmer-artist Danielle Lattuga asks, “How are 
you going to convince somebody to change their approach or perspective or behavior if you 
don’t touch them where it matters in their lives?”  
As seen through the movements of art, music, fashion, and language reflecting social 
beliefs and concerns, culture cannot be separated from politics and science. The arts serve as an 
invaluable tool because they are a universal means of communicating ideas, perspectives and 
experiences. These creative and emotional languages have the ability to build a felt 
understanding and consequently empathy, which are the source of power in social movements. 
As artist Isabelle Hayeur (2013) relates, “the poetic and political often meet in art. A piece can 
make someone feel things in a very direct, almost visceral way” (p. 42). The integration of 
storytelling and art in a community fosters a sense of place and therefore of care, and provides a 
language through which to share this care. Creative languages belong in the field of 
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Environmental Studies not only because of their power to emotionally engage, communicate and 
unite, but also because creativity and artistic expression are intrinsically linked to our 
relationship with the natural environment. Thomas Berry (2006) speaks to this relationship 
between nature and art, writing, “In the vastness of the sea, in the snow-covered mountains, in 
the rivers flowing through the valleys, in the serenity of the landscape, and in the foreboding of 
the great storms that sweep over the land, in all these experiences I offer you inspiration for your 
music, for your art, your dance” (p. 18). 
Inspired by the need to acknowledge and develop a greater understanding of the 
connection I feel between my own artistic practices and my experiences growing food, this 
project grew from the interest to discover if similar connections are experienced by others 
involved in both art and agriculture. In this art essay, I explore the experiences of women who 
are both farmers and artists. Through their stories, I seek to find connections between agricultural 
and creative practices, and use the connections discovered to expand the languages of 
environmental discourse. I consider how creative and emotional languages contribute to effective 
communication and knowledge sharing in environmental movements. In these ways, I aim to 
carve out the space that these languages deserve – spaces where we recover the relationship 
between our human community and our earth community, reweaving the fabric of life.  
*** 
My decision to focus specifically on the experiences of women is based on the 
recognition that too often in the history of both agriculture and art, women’s voices have been 
unheard and women’s work has gone unseen. I approach this project using a framework of 
ecofeminist ideology because of its value for amplifying women’s stories and voices, but more 
importantly because ecofeminism “calls for... a bonding with the Earth and the invisible that will 
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reestablish our sense of interconnectedness with all things... that make up the totality of life in 
our cosmos” (Orenstein 1990:280). Based on the stories of the women in the project, I found that 
sustainable farming and creative practices function as valuable tools in heeding this ecofeminist 
call. This project, therefore, sits at the crossroad where ecofeminist theories, sustainable 
agriculture, and socially engaged art discussions meet. In my review of literature, I found a 
number of works which address the connections between pairs of these subjects, but have failed 
to find texts which look directly at all three. My study aims to fill this gap by examining and 
sharing the stories of women with experience in areas of both agricultural and creative processes. 
I respond to Logsdon’s (2007) assertion that, “the art that has been inspired by agriculture, and, 
just as important, the agriculture that has been inspired by art, seems to be worth closer scrutiny, 
if only to show the importance of both to society” (p. 3). This project shows that ecofeminism, 
sustainable farming, and artistic practices are integrally linked by their ability to provide avenues 
towards recovering our relationship with and place in the fabric of life. All three do so by 
supporting practices in storytelling, building place and identity, confronting social dynamics, and 
deconstructing dualisms. 
In explorations of texts regarding the gendering of agriculture and art, women’s 
invisibility emerges as a common theme, despite that fact the women have been the primary food 
producers and creative makers throughout societies worldwide. In agriculture, “women provide 
over 80% of the food needs for food insecure households and regions... [yet] their production 
tends not to be recorded by economists as “work” (Shiva 2009:19). In art, women have 
historically been represented primarily as subjects of the male gaze, rather than artists 
themselves. Testament to this is the statistic that, “less than 3% of artists in the Met are women, 
but 83% of the nudes are female” (Brand 2006:179). Consequently, such objectification has 
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made it difficult for women to reverse the artist/subject relationship and be acknowledged as 
legitimate creators. Confined to domestic spaces, many are reduced to the label of “folk artist.” 
In academic literature, “studies typically describe folk art in the same way they might describe 
home-baked cookies or handmade shoes: as just another form of artisanship, ignoring its artistic 
value” (Bartra 2003:7).  
Yet in both realms, a wealth of traditional knowledge is closely linked to ecological 
awareness and understanding. The need to honor and allow this knowledge to grow is paramount 
to our survival as a human society. Dominating forces of the masculinized, corporate regime 
have historically suppressed this knowledge and marginalized the communities who keep it. 
However, with women now holding 70-80% of local environmental group leadership positions, 
these voices are growing – fighting against the profit-driven industrial systems that are based on 
a logic of domination and that are disconnected from the land and earth community (Peeples 
2011:59). Such socio-ecological activism is evidence of the mounting recognition that “there can 
be no liberation for [women] and no solution to ecological crisis within a society whose 
fundamental model of relationships continues to be one of domination” (Glazebrook 2002:13). 
Ecofeminism is a relevant lens for this project because its ideologies call for the 
restoration of a reciprocal relationship with the earth community, and because ecofeminists 
emphasize the gleaning and celebration of women’s traditional knowledge which has long been 
tied to farming and creative practices. As King (1995) defends: 
[A] primary aspect of the ecofeminist theoretical project is that we make an 
argument for why women worldwide are often the source of knowledge on which 
the future depends and are therefore subjects of this revolution because of the 
socially assigned work that we do as caregivers, farmers, foresters, and basic 
cultivators of nature. (p. 18)   
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Ecofeminism emerged during the 1970s, when French feminist Francoise d’Eaubonne 
drew the connection between ecological and feminist movements. Broadly speaking, ecofeminist 
theory argues that the exploitation of women, environmental degradation, and numerous social 
injustices are all issues of oppression rooted in a hierarchal logic of domination that “can be 
traced back to the construction of the dominant human male as a self fundamentally defined by 
its property of reason, and the construction of reason as definitionally opposed to nature and all 
that is associated with nature, including women, the body, emotions, and reproduction” (Gaard 
1997:140). It confronts the violence that Razak powerfully articulates as a result of the rape 
paradigm which governs our development as a society. She writes: 
For too long, we have allowed rape to exist as a dominant social and cultural 
metaphor for behavior... the physical rape of women in this culture is easily 
paralleled by our rapacious attitudes toward the Earth itself... With no sense of 
consequence and scant knowledge of harmony, we gluttonously consume and 
misdirect scarce planetary resources. With unholy glee we enter “virgin” territory. 
(Razak 1990:165) 
 
 Ecofeminist theory asserts that no issue may be resolved in isolation from one other, and 
addressing these issues requires intersectional approaches (Glazebrook 2002:16). Since the 
identification of ecofeminism as a movement, the concept has dispersed globally, “seeping into 
the agendas of other movements” and growing to include a variety of approaches, ideologies, and 
branches which focus on different strategies towards the “liberation” of women and earth (Baker 
2016:17). These incongruous approaches may result not only from differing values and opinions 
amongst ecofeminists, but also the various paths by which ecofeminists entered the movement. 
Due to the expanse and diversity of ecofeminist approaches, understandings of the 
movement have varied, with some interpretations lending themselves to significant critique. 
Critics of ecofeminism highlight the risk of re-essentializing gender and femininity, warning that 
essentializing the woman/nature rhetoric in the ecofeminist movement draws philosophical 
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similarities between those objects associated with the “feminine,” leading to the reproduction of 
domination and control. Such critique emerges from a variety of facets, including other feminists 
such as those of the “rationalist” branch, who “see appropriation of ecology as a feminist issue as 
a regression that reinforces sex-role stereotypes” (King 1990:110). Ecofeminism has also been 
held under scrutiny for its Whiteness, criticized for the disregard of varying situations and 
experiences of the subjects in question through the general connection as objects of oppression. 
Particularly in the realm of spiritual ecofeminism – which recognizes “women as embodied, 
earth-bound living beings who should celebrate their connection to the rest of life” – women of 
color have raised their voices in opposition, expressing that “white western feminists are 
inventing and originating an earth-centered pro-woman spirituality while they are defending their 
indigenous spirituality against the imperialism of Western rationalism” (King 1990:112).  
 When addressing these critiques, particularly those which originate from within feminist 
movements, it is imperative to consider and articulate “the basic issue of how and why we 
connect feminism and ecology – what we are saying and what we are not saying – since there 
seems to be quite a bit of misunderstanding or misrepresentation on this aspect of ecofeminist 
theory” (King 1995:19). King and other notable ecofeminists such as Vandana Shiva stand by 
the argument that ecofeminist theory is inherently interdisciplinary and must be aware in its 
practice, considering the diversity of women’s experiences across race, class, and national 
boundaries. As King (1990) explains, such an inclusive practice of ecofeminism becomes evident 
with the recognition that “the goals of feminism, ecology, and movements against racism and for 
the survival of indigenous peoples are internally related and must be understood and pursued 
together in a worldwide, genuinely pro-life movement” (p. 107). This lends itself to an 
ecofeminist lens in which objects of oppression are not intrinsically connected, but rather stand 
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in solidarity with each other (Cuomo 1998:39). Such perspective aligns with Singer’s (2019) 
definition of intersectionality, which he explains as, “an anti-essentialist and critical theoretical 
concept... [that] overtly rejects any singular, universal categorization of identity as a sufficient 
explanation of agency and experience” (p. 3). It is therefore important to also communicate that 
intersectional ecofeminism is not anti-male, a position which would further the male/other 
dualism that is the true object of ecofeminist critique (Boettger 1994:256). To avoid the risk of 
perpetuating this dangerous dualism, intersectional ecofeminism thus calls for the equal 
expansion of caretaking and nurturing roles, responding to the greater, non-gendered question, 
“how do we move from a conqueror society to a nurturer society?” (Russell 1990:225) For as 
Razak (1990) deliberates: 
Nurturing is not a genetically feminine attribute. Tears and laughter are not the 
province of women only. The last time I looked, men had tear ducts. They had 
arms for holding babies. They cared about their children. And they cried at 
births… In a society that wishes us to see men as devoid of feelings, let us hold an 
image of men as nurturers. (p. 172) 
 
It is clear through the critiques of ecofeminism, that these core values of the globalized 
ecofeminist movement are often misrepresented and consequently misunderstood. Contemporary 
ecofeminist discourse must therefore clarify ecofeminism as an intersectional theory that is based 
on the understanding that the women/culture connection from which much critique stems, is 
historical and specific, “and corresponding symbolic representations are based on historically 
and culturally constructed understandings of women and nature” (King 1995:19).  
This study thus asks ecofeminists how creative and emotional languages may contribute 
to effective dialogue and knowledge sharing. It asks how these languages might be used to 
engage and present the movement in ways which accurately communicate a productive and 
global intersectional ecofeminism. Through the documentation and sharing of women farmer-
 
13 
artists’ stories, this study also aims to build upon the work that has been done within feminist 
movements to amplify women’s voices and knowledge, and to contribute to the expansion of 
intersectional ecofeminist discourse.  
*** 
This project is comprised of the stories of ten women who are both farmers and artists, 
including six visual artists, two musicians, and two writers. It follows practices of qualitative 
feminist research methods, which often emphasize oral history and narrative structures in data 
collection. A feminist research lens rejects “traditional practices rooted in assumptions of the 
researcher’s separateness, neutrality, and distance from the subjects of research” which tend to 
objectify and construct participants at “others” (Jack and Anderson 1991:109). Feminist 
researchers recognize subjectivity and the inevitable influence of their own perspectives in any 
study, seeking to create spaces in which research participants are given maximum agency and 
control in how they tell their story. Accordingly, I conducted in-depth, unstructured interviews 
with each woman in efforts to develop an accurate and thorough understanding of these women’s 
experiences. Eight of these interviews took place over the phone, and two were held in person. 
My conversations with these women averaged one hour in length, and ranged from 30 minutes to 
1.5 hours.  
I came into this study with a strong intuitive sense that there were many women farmer-
artist stories to be told, but with little grounding in data or literature, and few connections or 
contacts. My initial search for project participants was thus largely based on online research of 
women involved in both agricultural and artistic practices. However, as my study developed, I 
found greater success in finding participants through referrals, or snowball sampling techniques. 
In gathering women’s stories, I was not strict on the definition of “farmer” and “artist;” rather I 
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sought and welcomed various levels of involvement in these areas amongst participants. For 
instance, I spoke to women who have a family history in agriculture but chose to pursue art 
academically and professionally; women who grow gardens just for themselves and are 
professional writers, musicians, or visual artists; women who are full time farmers and find 
importance in artistic expression through creative “hobbies”; women who use both farming and 
art to facilitate social justice and activist projects. It is important to recognize the diverse forms 
in which art and growing can appear, and to respect each person’s practice and story. This value 
falls in line with the inclusive and intersectional practices of qualitative feminist research 
methods, which work to respect a diversity of stories and “allow each woman to express her 
uniqueness in its full class, racial, and cultural richness” (Jack and Andersen 1991:20).  
When inviting participation in this study, I sent an email to each potential storyteller that 
included a background on my project, as well as a few questions. What inspires you to do your 
work? Does farming/agriculture inform your art? Does art making inform your growing 
practices? What do you find most valuable in your practices? How do they speak to who you are 
– where you come from, what you believe in? These questions served as a starting point for the 
interviews, helping to guide the conversations in an organic manner. I found that this worked 
effectively for the flexible, unstructured interview format I utilized. After an introduction and 
quick reference to the questions I had posed, I invited each woman to share her story however 
she wished to tell it. In allowing each storyteller to choose the structure, order, and focuses of 
their own narrative, I sought to fulfill the feminist researcher’s role of facilitating a rich and 
personal dialogue in which “women will be able to reflect upon their experience and choose for 
themselves which experiences and feelings are central to their sense of past” (Jack and Anderson 
1991:17).  
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I recorded and transcribed each of these stories. Based on these transcriptions, I analyzed 
the women’s narratives using coding techniques to identify major themes. Within these themes, I 
developed subthemes through further review of the transcriptions. From the identified themes 
and subthemes, I created an interpretive portrait of each woman I interviewed. These portraits 
were produced as 2 ft. x 3 ft. multi-media prints on fabric. The choice of the mediums and 
materials used in this artistic process reflects the concept of using creative languages as forms of 
communication in social environmental discourse, and speaks to the image of the tapestry of life.  
The ten pieces presented began as sketched visual interpretations of each women’s story. 
These sketches were created by translating major themes into a broad visual language 
represented by illustration style, medium, and color palette. I developed specific imagery based 
on subthemes and the unique elements of individual stories. From these preliminary sketches, I 
created a final conceptual portrait for each woman and her narrative. I applied the same general 
process to each of these pieces, beginning with the monotype printing technique of indirect 
drawing. This technique allowed me to use a gestural, illustrative style which I found effective in 
the representation of the women’s figures. The abstracted lines portray poses or actions identified 
and emphasized in each women’s story without focusing on distinct facial or body features. 
Following the indirect drawing process, I used a combination of relief block-printing techniques 
and mixed-media materials to build each narrative with detailed imagery. The carved images 
represent unique key elements of each women’s story, pulled primarily from vignettes which 
contributed to the identification of sub-themes in my coding process. The precise and attentive 
process of carving and block-printing match the specialized and individualized qualities of the 
images portrayed. In select pieces, I also introduced outside materials, such as wire and garlic 
skins, that explicitly reference specific points or moments in thematically significant vignettes. 
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These elements of each portrait emphasize the intersectional feminist value of honoring women’s 
unique and personal experiences while also recognizing connections, shared sentiments, and 
ideas between their stories. In the final processes of each piece, I applied different types stitching 
to portray concepts of connectivity and healing. I used the embellishing technique of embroidery 
to depict natural and creative growth, which are present as major themes in nearly every story. In 
several of the pieces, I cut away pieces of fabric in representation of the damage done to our 
human and earth communities. Recognizing the remedial work of the women farmer-artists, 
mending techniques such as the whip stitch, overcast stitch, and surgical suturing symbolize their 
practices of healing. As the most universal medium across this portrait series, stitching is an 
explicit nod towards the tapestry of life image – the central motif of this project. Embroidery and 
sewing also hold significance as art processes historically regarded as a women’s “craft.” 
Utilizing stitching as a primary medium, these portraits reclaim and celebrate women’s 
traditional, rural, and folk arts as formal forms of art production.  
The process of analyzing and attempting to represent these women’s stories brings up the 
issues and limitations recognized by feminist researchers. As Jack and Anderson (1991) state, 
though “the telling of the story can be empowering, validating the importance of the speaker’s 
life experience... when the interview ends, power shifts back to the researcher” (p. 2). Borland 
offers a close examination of this concept of interpretive authority in her article “That’s Not 
What I Said: Interpretive Conflict in Oral Narrative Research.” As a feminist qualitative 
researcher, Borland’s literature is highly relevant to my particular project and positionality. She 
addresses the need for careful reflexivity. “How might we present our work in a way that grants 
the speaking woman interpretive respect without relinquishing our responsibility to provide our 
own interpretation of her experience?” (Borland 1991:64) Borland’s (1991) exploration and 
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consideration of this question leads her to the conclusion that conductors of qualitative research, 
particularly feminist scholars, must create space for extended conversation between interpreter 
and participants by “opening up the exchange of ideas so we do not simply gather data on others 
to fit into own paradigms once we are safely ensconced in our university libraries to do 
interpretation” (p. 73). She suggests that as researchers, we present our interpretations to field 
collaborators for their feedback and consent on how their stories were perceived. Accordingly, I 
practiced reflexivity by sharing with my participants the themes that emerged in our 
conversation, as well as early sketches of their relative portraits. The women responded 
positively to this open dialogue, and all expressed sentiments similar to those of Toni Ortega, 
who replied, “Everything looks good as far as I can tell. Thank you for including me in your 
research and for double checking info and topics discussed.”  These responses confirmed my 
interpretations as accurate reflections their experiences and stories, and allowed me to continue 
with the development of the project.  
*** 
The stories I gathered revealed layers of connections experienced between farming and 
artistic practices. These connections are difficult to separate from each other because they are so 
deeply and intrinsically intertwined. My research methods of unstructured interviews guided by 
each storyteller also contributed to a wide-set of information and presentation of concepts that 
were difficult to categorize. However, these women’s stories all show that the creative and 
emotional languages expressed through farming and art practices serve as tools in healing and 
confronting myriad issues across personal, public, and socio-ecological spheres – tools that help 
us reweave our place and relationships in the fabric of life. Though intricately related, I 
identified three major themes in support of this argument. These themes are explored in the 
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corresponding chapters: I) Empowerment through Storytelling and Engaged Communication; II) 
Building Place and Identity as Practices of Healing; and III) Confronting Social Dynamics and 
Deconstructing Dualisms. Prefacing each chapter is a personal narrative that connects to the 
relative theme. I present these narratives in my own voice, which varies distinctly from the rest 
of the art essay. While these sections do read quite differently, they speak to my positionality not 
only as researcher and interpreter, but also as a self-identified farmer and artist, and therefore 
participant of my own study. Each chapter shares the stories of 3 or 4 women whose experiences 
and sentiments stand as rich illustrations of the relative theme. Not surprisingly, many of the 
stories include ideas that also relate to one or both of the other themes. These intersections are 
recognized and explored in greater depth in the conclusion of this art essay.  
The first chapter, Empowerment through Storytelling and Engaged Communication, 
includes the stories of Brooke Budner, Siri Undlin, and Kat Wright. The theme of storytelling is 
somewhat an umbrella for this project as a whole, not only in structure, but also as a significant 
value to ecofeminist ideologies and a fundamental characteristic of knowledge sharing through 
farming and artistic practices. As Kimmerer (2013) proclaims, “Stories are among our most 
potent tools for restoring the land as well as our relationship to land. We need to unearth the old 
stories that live in a place and begin to create new ones, for we are story-makers, not just 
storytellers” (p. 341). The women’s narratives shared in this chapter specifically emphasize 
storytelling and engaged communication in their work as farmers and artists. Though each 
unique, these narratives all exemplify the importance of storytelling in connecting to and 
building relationships with ourselves, our communities, and the land. Shared amongst these 
women’s work is the use of creative languages, such as visual art and music, in efforts to gather 
stories, share stories, and develop mobilizing communication. Their personal accounts speak to 
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roles of storytelling and creative languages in engaging community action, celebrating traditional 
knowledge, and recovering identity as members of the earth community.  
Chapter II, Building Place and Identity as Practices of Healing, explores the stories of 
Katie Helser, Danielle Lattuga, Kaya Juda-Nelson, and Caroline Stephens. These four narratives 
emphasize the use of art and farming as tools in developing a sense of place and identity. This 
chapter shows how building these qualities offers strength and serves as a path in healing 
emotional, mental, and heritage traumas for these women. Specifically, the stories of the four 
women examine farming and art as means of cultivating place and identity through attunement to 
the natural world, fostering empathy and healing depression, creating a community through food 
and music, and defining identity and home through written reflection. 
In the final chapter, the stories of Mary Okoth, Marguerite Gilbertson, and Toni Ortega 
showcase farming and art as tools in Confronting Social Dynamics and Deconstructing 
Dualisms. These three women use their practices to address issues of racial injustices and 
oppression, class dynamics and privilege, and gender roles and stereotypes. They do so 
specifically through projects of anti-oppression and prison abolition, redefining of social spaces, 
and commentary on gender stereotypes and harassment in both agricultural and art worlds. The 
stories of these women speak powerfully to the ecofeminist ideas that we must reject dualistic 
constructs of the white male system, and “train ourselves to think of interlocking matrixes of 
relationships... We must cease to view the world around us in terms of duality and/or opposing 
pairs” (Etter-Lewis 1991:56).  
*** 
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PART I: EMPOWERMENT THROUGH STORYTELLING AND ENGAGED 
COMMUNICATION 
 
Personal Prologue I    
 The landscapes of my child imagination teemed with the creatures of my father’s jungled 
homeland. I saw the furred wings of flying squirrels catching wind as my father followed their 
flight from tree to cloud to tree – tied to their movement by the leashes he had wrapped around 
their bellies. I saw the 20-foot tall mother elephants in heat, their eyes blazing red, crying and 
crazed, as they ripped through the vines and snapped tree trunks like toothpicks, chasing my 
father and my uncle for miles down the mountainside. I saw the miniature rainforest deer 
scampering red over green lushness of the forest undergrowth, my father running alongside them 
just as I did on the California beaches with my own dog. I saw snakes three times the thickness of 
my own arm, with scales of electric blue. The exact shade of color my father’s skin turned when 
he tried to kill one by yanking her up from her tail in an attempt to snap her neck, only to be 
bitten on the hand in the duel. I saw the shadow of the tiger growing on the walls of the stilted 
bamboo hut where my father sat alone around the shape-shifting flame of one kerosene lantern, 
holding his breath as the great cat king approached and passed just beneath my father’s curled 
body. I heard the quiet that fell to the tiger’s presence, the stilling of the insects, the muting of 
bird song – even the hushing of the creek – as the king made the midnight rounds of his kingdom 
on giant, silent and silencing paws. 
I never witnessed the vibrant wildness of the jungles in my father’s childhood stories, 
though I have visited his hometown many times. That world is gone, subject to the exploitative 
ways of industry and consumerism that blasted those mountains into tin mines, and turned the 
rainforests into rubber and palm tree monocultures. Those jungled mountains of southern 
Thailand were the source of life to generations of my family, originally rural Chinese migrants 
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who settled in Huay Yot where they found regular work in the rubber plantations, then later in 
the foreign owned and operated mines. There they gathered the raw materials that would be 
made into goods sent to production factories in the West. Though these extraction processes 
were degrading to the local environment, these mountains and my family’s town were not 
developed until my father’s generation, and the knowledge of those rainforests ran thick in the 
blood of my elders. Even over the course of my life, the lands surrounding my father’s hometown 
have changed. Now, a paved highway cuts through the forests that used to take us all day to hike 
up through when I was a child. The once dense foliage of the higher tropical jungle is ever 
thinned by plantations. Every time I return, concrete block houses with aluminum roofs reach 
farther up the mountain sides.  
Yet, when I remember this ancestral land, I think less of the even rubber tree grids and 
encroaching asphalt, than I do of what remains in my imagination as the untamed and most alive 
environment of my father’s stories. With years of bedtime retellings, these stories were engrained 
in me and have now become a part of me. They have informed my own story, helping me know a 
little bit better the land that I come from, and helping me feel a little bit closer to the soil of my 
heritage. Though I am worlds away from my father’s hometown, and even farther from the 
jungles that he grew up in, the memories and knowledge that have been shared with me through 
storytelling have become my own, running through me and connecting me to not only the people 
and places of my lineage, but also to the varying perspectives, beliefs, and culture.  
*** 
Storytelling, a longstanding and powerful practice, connects people to place and to each 
other. Not only because it provides a means of gaining knowledge and perspective, but also 
because many stories offer elements that we can relate to as individuals. Stories connect people 
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because they have the ability to illuminate our similarities, our shared experiences – they help us 
find common ground. Creative languages – such as visual art, music, dance, and writing – have 
functioned as forms of storytelling throughout the history of human culture. These creative 
languages are invaluable tools because they offer a universal and accessible means of 
communicating ideas and experiences. Incorporating such forms of storytelling is a fundamental 
piece in building effective and productive intersectional communication across all fields and all 
spheres of human relations. 
An essential element of the environmental studies field is human’s story and relationship 
to the earth. In this story, the consumptive development of human societies has led us materially 
and spiritually away from the land. To reconnect with the land, to foster the reciprocal 
relationship we need to survive, we must cultivate an emotional bond with the earth community 
to which we belong, and upon which we depend for survival. Storytelling serves as a valuable 
practice in this cultivation. Kimmerer (2013) asserts that, “It’s not just land that is broken, but 
more importantly, our relationship to the land… we can’t meaningfully proceed with healing, 
with restoration, without re-story-ation. In other words, our relationship with the land cannot heal 
until we hear its stories” (p. 9). Termed “eco-storytelling,” the act of remembering and telling the 
stories of cultural and environmental heritage serves as medicine in the mending of our broken 
relationship with the earth. Through eco-storytelling, we can realize our historical relationships 
to the land and can build our identities as members of the earth community upon this knowledge. 
Hearing and knowing these eco-stories – where we come from, what happened there, and 
connecting this to personal heritage – fosters the sense of care, connection, and perhaps even 
spiritual value for the land that are the driving forces of social environmental movements. 
Inspired by a restored connection to the earth, we may recognize our responsibility to create 
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stories of justice for the land. Kimmerer (2013) addresses this role beautifully, writing that, “The 
land remembers what we said and what we did. Stories are among our most potent tools for 
restoring the land as well as our relationship to land. We need to unearth the old stories that live 
in a place and begin to create new ones, for we are story-makers, not just storytellers” (p. 341).  
The history of agriculture is a foundational piece of the human eco-story. The 
manipulation of land for food production is one of the earliest forms of human control over 
natural resources. Today’s dominating practices of agriculture are industrialized, standardized, 
and commodified to the extent that the majority of food systems exist as global corporations that 
bear no connection to local history, culture, or land (Sanders 2009:94). As Shiva (2009) 
proclaims, “the control over the entire food chain, from seed to table, is shifting from women’s 
hands to global corporations who are today’s global patriarchs” (p. 18). Corporate controlled 
industrial agriculture has significantly contributed to society’s broken relationship with the land, 
separating us from the soil, the water, and the ecosystems by which we obtain our sources of life. 
It is impossible to develop a deep sense of care for the well-being of sources while our 
connection to them is lost. However, rising practices of sustainable agriculture, such as organic 
farming, natural-process farming, agroecology, and agrarianism offer paths to reconnecting with 
the natural systems and land which sustain us. On the practice of agrarianism, Logsdon (2007) 
writes:  
[This] is not simply the concern of prerogative of a few remaining farmers, but is 
rather a comprehensive worldview that holds together in a synoptic vision the 
health of land and culture... unlike some environmental approaches that sequester 
wilderness and portray the human presence as invariably destructive or evil, [it] 
grows out of the sustained, practical, intimate engagement between the power and 
creativity of both nature and humans. (p. 4) 
 
These practices provide greater opportunity to remember and to tell human’s eco-story – 
particularly as it pertains to agriculture – as they emphasize efforts to protect the health of food 
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systems and the ecosystems in which they exist. Many forms of sustainable agriculture also 
require smaller scale practices. Consequently, those working with these methods of farming are 
offered a more intimate understanding and relationship with the natural systems in which they 
are growing. This includes learning the eco-stories of that land, and the development of new, 
personal eco-stories with that land. Similarly, artistic practices often require and are inspired by 
intimate observation of experiences with the human and earth communities around us. Wolpert 
offers insight into recognizing and sharing the stories of the natural world through art. He 
describes this during the process of drawing a tree, “I notice that in fact the structure has 
intelligence. The form is related to the needs and nature of that tree. Every form tells a story” 
(Wolpert 2006:2). 
The power of storytelling also finds great relevance within the concepts and practices of 
ecofeminism. Melanie Harris connects the healing of our relationship to the land with the healing 
of our relationship to women’s bodies, specifically the bodies of African American women, in 
Ecowomanism: African American Women and Earth Honoring Faiths. She engages the concept 
of eco-storytelling as well as eco-memory, defined as “the collective and individual memory of 
the earth and relationship to and with the earth” (Harris 2017:32). Harris explains that honoring 
experience, or mining eco-memory, begins the restorative process of the ecowomanist approach. 
She calls for the recognition and sharing of our eco-stories, a practice which works to recover 
eco-memory and personal relationships with the land. bell hooks (1996) shares a similar 
sentiment: “when we love the Earth, we are able to love ourselves more fully” (p. 363). 
Following the honoring of eco-stories, Harris invites reflection on these eco-memories. Eco-
memory reflection allows for the “gleaning [of] important wisdom and knowledge from these 
women’s faith stories, narratives, eco-theologies, earth stories, and ecomemories” (Harris 
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2017:28). In relationship to agriculture, the related knowledge, skills, productivity, and creativity 
that live within these stories has been made invisible by “a handful of white male scientists 
[who] in less than two decades have not merely violated women as experts,” but also contributed 
to the ecological degradation of natural systems and the destruction of rural economies (Shiva 
2009:19). Eco-storytelling thus works to recover and celebrate the vital knowledge held by 
women in the areas of creative and agricultural work. Acknowledging the value of this 
knowledge speaks to “another central dimension of the ecofeminist theoretical project [which] 
requires a critique and redefinition of reason and science to include ways of knowing other than 
those of modern Western science... and in legitimizing these alternative forms of science” (King 
1995:18).  
 This chapter shares the experiences of three women who emphasize the practices of 
storytelling and engaged communication in their work as farmers and artists. Though each 
unique, these narratives all exemplify the significance of storytelling in connecting to and 
building relationships with the land, themselves, and community. Also shared amongst these 
women’s work is the use of creative languages, such as visual art and music, in efforts to gather 
stories, share stories, and develop mobilizing communication. Their personal accounts speak to 
roles of storytelling and creative languages in engaging community action, celebrating traditional 
knowledge, and recovering identity as members of the earth community.  
*** 
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Brooke Budner: The Big Voice of Little City Gardens  
“How do we communicate effectively what we’re doing and why? How do we make it 
compelling to people in not just a straight-forward didactic way, but also in an artful way? How 
do we get people to engage and see the beauty that we see in the context of greater farming?” 
These are the questions that Brooke Budner found herself contemplating when she co-founded 
Little City Gardens in 2010. At the time, Little City Gardens was the first commercial urban farm 
in San Francisco, California. Met with political and social challenges, the story of Brooke and 
her project showcase the power of engaged communication in igniting community involvement 
and generating change. Creating a space for public participation in her work, Brooke melds art, 
sustainable agriculture, and social activism into a form of performance art reminiscent of “the 
public performance and community organizing techniques used by feminist/activist art 
movements of the seventies” (Steinman n.d.). At the heart of her work is the recognition of 
creativity and emotion’s ability to unite audiences and facilitate mobilizing conversations. 
Grown from Brooke’s understanding of farming as a creative process, this recognition is 
grounded in the connections between her practices of art, growing, and social activism.  
Raised in Texas, Brooke had few agricultural influences. Her experiences growing food 
began in college, as a response to her academic engagement with politics and critiques on 
corporate capitalist dependency. Seeking opportunities to become more self-sufficient, Brooke 
discovered her passion for farming. She went on to work for a number of farms post college, but 
it wasn’t until she arrived as an apprentice at the Occidental Arts and Ecology Center (OAEC) 
that Brooke began drawing explicit connections between farming and art. OAEC was Brooke’s 
first experience growing food on a small scale. This shift in scale transformed Brooke’s own 
understandings and perspectives on her farming practices.  
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At OAEC, Brooke completed the first project in which she felt a relationship between art 
and farming. This connection became apparent to her through her recognition of both as social 
engagement practices. The project was inspired by conversations she had in her OAEC 
community regarding the essence, soul, and energy of plants and food. The issue, they discussed, 
was that, “you’re losing some of the energetics when you cut and harvest, and the plants sit in a 
box and are just distributed somewhere and get eaten seven days later.” Brooke explored this 
disconnect from earth source to table consumption through a publicly engaged performance art 
piece that allowed her to share her work’s message with the participating community. The 
project began with the seeding of a garden bed. Brooke planted a long bed with salad mix – 
seeding dark green, purple, and red salad inside large circular stencils, and light green salad 
around these circles. Once fully grown, the garden bed resembled a banquet table, set with two 
lines of large plates. Brooke invited guests to a meal, marching them in at dusk and sitting them 
on the ground in front of a leafy plate. Lined with spritzers of olive oil and vinegar, this 
performance piece offered guests a meal straight from the soil. As they gathered to eat, poems 
and stories about the soul of food, plants, and the heart of agriculture were read aloud. In this 
project, Brooke used the creative languages of visual and performance art to bring community 
members into the piece – making them a part of the story and creating a space for dialogue 
through engaged participation and communication. 
 Informed by her experience at OAEC, Brooke continues to recognize connections 
between her art and farming practices. Sharing this view, she expresses:  
Gardening in general is a creative pursuit because you’re not only making... 
aesthetic design decisions but you’re also making temporal decisions about how 
things are going to look and act over time, and you’re making decisions about 
how you’re going to lay things out for the functioning of the body – so I never 
cease to think that gardening in itself is an art form. 
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This understanding of growing as an artistic practice itself is a sentiment that emerged in several 
of the conversations I had with other women farmer-artists. Additionally, Brooke finds 
similarities in the foundational inspirations of her two practices.  
My artwork in the studio came out of an interest in engagement with found 
objects... The concept [that] you can take anything and use it as your medium. It’s 
the same kind of magic which really is farming – where you take a seed, and you 
take soil, and you take any little anything and you turn it into this surprisingly 
beautiful array of things that are different every time, that all have different 
expressions.  
 
Expanding on the larger context of her work, Brooke reflects that she is “very focused on 
sustainability... in our engagements with the world – that’s the whole place from which I came to 
farming, and it’s the starting point of my artwork as well.”  
 When Brooke arrived in San Francisco in 2008, she carried with her this drive to promote 
social ecological engagement through agriculture and art. Little City Gardens began as a seed. 
That seed was a vacant backyard that Brooke noticed as she sat on her roof, looking out over the 
cityscape. Having a garden “had just become something that made me feel at home where I was 
– like if I wasn’t growing food I just felt a little disassociated or a little ungrounded.” This need 
to cultivate a sense of home in the city led Brooke to contact the landlord of the neighboring lot, 
who gave her permission to use the space. Brooke transformed the empty yard into a large, 
personal garden, which started to attract neighbors and passersby. People began stopping to work 
in the garden in exchange for produce, and as community interest grew, so did Brooke’s vision 
for a farming space. Together with her friend Caitlyn Galloway, Brooke hunted the city for a 
larger vacant lot upon which they could develop an urban farm. In a residential area, they found 
an empty ¾- acre piece of land with no ownership information. Determined to bring their vision 
to life, Brooke and Caitlyn tracked down the landlord of the property, who was living in Los 
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Angeles at the time. With his approval, Brooke and Caitlyn cleaned up the lot and began 
planting.  
 As the urban farm started producing and selling vegetables, herbs, and flowers, Little 
City Gardens quickly gained attention from not only the community, but also the city 
government. Brooke and Caitlyn’s project soon became political due to the fact that theirs was 
the first commercial urban farm in San Francisco, and operating in a residential zone, Little City 
Gardens was breaking the city’s zoning laws. Committed to keeping their farm alive, Brooke and 
Caitlyn took on the daunting task of changing the city’s zoning laws. Consistent with her view of 
art and farming as social activism practices, Brooke based her strategy on methods of public 
engagement. The passion driven team of two sought to legalize the operations of their farm by 
galvanizing enough community support to pressure the city planning department; “We were just 
like – we want to do this, and we know it’s valuable to people, and we know that it’s important 
so let’s figure out how to mobilize people.”  
 Confronting this question of how to practice effective languages of engagement, Brooke 
brought to the table her experience of appealing to audiences through creative mediums. Similar 
to the piece she created at OEAC, Brooke utilized artistic languages to develop engaged 
communication with the local community. Brooke expresses how she and Caitlyn “really 
conceptualized our project as not really just an urban farm, but as a giant art project that we were 
inside of.” In this way, Little City Gardens functioned as more than a growing space. It was a 
performance art piece, with the creators and audience members serving as engaged participants 
and active players in its development. In cultivating this space of collaboration, Brooke and 
Caitlyn promoted the inclusion of community-voiced issues, ideas, and needs. Little City 
Gardens was a project in which community members became stakeholders. “Aside from work 
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and function, the farm was just as importantly a place of experience and togetherness. It was a 
gesture of hope, possibility and creativity. It was an entry point into a deep, familiar relationship 
with the natural world” (About the Farm n.d.). With this framework, Brooke and Caitlyn’s 
efforts to communicate what they were doing and the farm’s importance were guided by 
concepts of socially engaged art forms. They initiated a campaign, communicating their values 
through hand-drawn and hand-painted advertisements, graphic broad sheets with political 
writings, and zines which included the works of other local artists. Their work effectively serves 
as an example of Lippard’s (1983) powerful claim that, “art has social significance and a social 
function, which might be defined as the transformation of desire into reality, reality into dreams 
and change, and back again” (p. 5). 
In this process, Brooke and Caitlyn drew upon the strength of emotion and creative 
languages’ ability to express the passion for their work and ideas. As Brooke relays, “I feel like 
people really respond to authentic human emotion... and I think our conviction turned into 
passion which turned into some feistiness, but also centeredness, and that did come out in our 
artwork around the project.” Indeed, as the two women poured their energy into creating and 
sharing more materials, they witnessed greater community engagement and dialogue, and Little 
City Gardens gained an increasing amount of attention and support. “We had so many people, 
even just quite a lot of politicians calling us, and saying we want to know what you’re doing and 
what you’re thinking... We didn’t realize how much... access to conversation we were able to get 
just through being earnest, and our earnestness at the time was related to passion.” As a result of 
using artistic creativity to share their ideas and feelings, Brooke and Caitlyn successfully reached 
the ears, eyes, and hearts of the San Francisco residential community. Through their campaign, 
they roused enough support to pressure the city planning department into taking the issue to the 
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Board of Supervisors, which then went to the City Council for a vote on changing the zoning 
laws. After a year of fighting and not being able to legally sell their produce, Brooke and 
Caitlyn’s determination, creativity, and passion led to the passing of the Urban Agriculture 
Incentive Zones Act in 2013. This act permits cities and counties to designate “incentive zones” 
in urban areas where landowners receive a property tax break in exchange for dedicating their 
vacant lot to commercial or noncommercial agriculture, and thus allowed for the continued 
existence of Little City Gardens as a commercial farm (Mazurek 2013). As a social art project, 
the political success of Brooke and Caitlyn’s work stands as a model of utilitarian ecological art. 
Boettger (1994) expands on the significance of such creative production, writing that, “visionary 
artists’ work with “all kinds of environmental specialists” is the source of a new, utilitarian 
ecological art, as environmentally redemptive as it is visually stimulating” (p. 261).  
Brooke left Little City Gardens in 2014, and the farm shifted from vegetable to flower 
production before permanently closing in 2016 due to the property’s development. However, the 
success of their work serves as an enduring source of empowerment for not only Brooke and 
Caitlyn, but also for those interested in sustainable agricultural practices around the city. Since 
the founding of Little City Gardens and the passing of the Urban Agriculture Incentive Zones 
Act, over 120 urban agriculture sites have been established in San Francisco (Mazurek 2015). A 
few years after the closing of Little City Gardens, a film was produced to share its story – “a 
story about connections to land, place and each other, told through the poetic visuals of a 
working urban farm. It’s about the powerful and compassionate relationship between people and 
land, found in the most unlikely of places” (Little City Gardens n.d.). True to their values and 
practices, this film is a lasting testament to Brook and Caitlyn’s belief in the ability of creative 
languages to develop engaged communication that mobilizes communities and inspires change. 
 
32 
As Brooke concludes, “music and movies and artworks – [are] how people get moved and 
touched.” When one experiences a piece “that really portrays the human emotion and... speaks to 
your soul... all of a sudden you’re fired up enough to go get involved.” 
Brooke Budner currently lives on Orcas Island in Washington, where she works as a commission 
artist for agricultural organizations and partners such as the Greenhorns. She continues to farm 
on a small scale for her family and landlady.  
*** 
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Siri Undlin: Fairytales and Rail Tales  
 
If you’re looking for the spirit of the craft... and inherited knowledge, you can 
start in an archive but that’s not where you’re going to find it. You’re going to 
find it in nursing homes; you’re going to find it on farms; you’re going to find it 
at the grocery store... That folk knowledge, I think we like to compartmentalize 
and pretend it was from the past and it is, but it’s still very much out there.  
 
These reflections embody Siri Undlin’s regard for traditional, rural knowledge and the 
expression it often finds in storytelling outside of academic spheres. A folk musician and writer 
with a fascination for fairytales, Siri unearthed her connection between music and farming while 
studying traditional music and folklore on a grant in Europe. Her narrative speaks to 
storytelling’s integral part in sharing cultural and folk knowledge. It illuminates the role of 
creative languages in opening the door for dialogue in rural communities and facilitating the 
exchange of this valuable knowledge. Siri has followed this belief throughout her own story, 
using her art practices to hear and share the stories of other people and the land.  
Siri grew up in Minneapolis, and while she always held love for the natural world, she 
had little experience with agriculture before her research grant trip to Europe in 2011. Siri’s 
introduction to farming was born out of necessity. As she traveled through Norway, Iceland, 
Ireland, Scotland, and Germany, Siri found support for her living expenses through the 
Worldwide Opportunities for Organic Farms (WWOOF). This international program links local 
farmers with visitors to help facilitate sustainable agriculture education, and offers benefits for 
both parties. Farms associated with the WWOOF program serve as hosts for visitors, and often 
provide room and board in exchange for labor on their site (What is WWOOF? n.d.). Through 
this experience, Siri quickly discovered that the agricultural work contributed to her studies, for 
as Siri relays, farming “ended up being so inspiring and absolutely part of my research because I 
was researching traditional music and fairy tales and farm life is such a huge part of both of those 
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things.” She also found a strong relationship between the rhythms of farm work and her own 
creative practices, describing that “I just found that when I was waking up early to work on the 
farm with people, I was way more productive in the afternoon... I wrote way more music and 
stories when I was working on the farm than I was when I was being just a musician.” Influenced 
by this inspiring connection between growing and making, Siri created guidelines for her 
practices upon her return to the United States. Every year, she spends at least one month farming 
or WWOOFing, and through this practice, farming has become an integral part of her music 
making. “Wherever you are when you’re writing a song is such an inherent part of the tune and 
the melody... Just working with your hands, and getting out of your head a little bit creates more 
space to experiment in your creative field.”  
Siri’s work emphasizes the traditional knowledge that lives in rural settings such as 
farms, and the expression that this knowledge finds in the practices of storytelling and music. 
However, in her initial approach to her research on traditional music and folklore in Europe, Siri 
acknowledges that she “was really going at it from an academic perspective.” As a recent 
graduate, she “had the impulse to spend time in archives and [to] interview professors.” Informed 
in part by her time working on farms, Siri experienced a slow realization over the course of the 
year – that the essence of the folk knowledge she was truly seeking was not to be found in 
academic institutions. She shares:  
[Though] archives are these really helpful tools to get started – it’s mostly a lot of 
old white men who went into rural communities and talked to old women, and 
then they recorded it and put it in a library... I think there’s this misconception 
that you have to go digging through dusty shelves to find it, and it’s like no, go 
talk to your grandma for a little while. 
 
Siri learned to move away from these academic languages during her research; and, in 
fact, began to reject these voices based on their marginalization of women. She contends, “so 
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often the sociologists and anthropologists and ethnomusicologists who are collecting this stuff 
are white, Christian men... especially with examples of folklore.” Siri’s frustration is shared by 
feminist investigators in the realm of women’s folk art. In Crafting Gender, Bartra (2003) 
proclaims that creative domestic tasks such as embroidery, weaving, singing, and cooking 
“represent folk art par excellence in developed countries, and have, for the most part, remained 
hidden in the scholar’s closet, next to the broom and the feather duster” (p. 6). Siri also found 
that these sources reinforced the assumption that folk knowledge and the creative languages used 
to share them are things of the past. But the truth is that “the inheritance of these traditional 
crafts... didn’t stop. It’s still happening and it’s a lot more important to go out and find it as 
opposed to listening to recordings.”  
Returning to the United States, Siri held to the belief that creative languages play an 
integral role in cultivating spaces for others to share their stories and knowledge. In her own 
work, Siri draws upon the languages of music and creative writing. Driven by the desire to gather 
and share stories from rural areas of her home country, Siri organized the Rail Tale Train Tour, a 
15-day train journey from Portland, Maine to Portland, Oregon. In a written description of this 
tour, Siri poignantly elaborates on the inspiration behind traveling by train.  
A slow-chugging, hard-grinding, metal web of still-living nostalgia, a train ride 
across America has the capacity to connect us to the deep and haunted 
contradictions of our history. The train travels through the blanket of time, 
weaving together the lore of immigrants, pioneers, native people, refugees, 
opportunity, prosperity, and tragedy... It remains a stubborn statement on the 
imperfect American dream, rolling through parts of our staggeringly beautiful 
landscape that are also impoverished by disaster, corruption and false narratives. 
(Undlin 2018) 
 
Siri invited two other women artists to join her, Kendall Rock, a photographer and 
videographer, and Amanda Flores, a writer and slam poet. As Siri explains, she “wanted to see 
the trip through their eyes,” and felt that “their art would invite more people in than just my 
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music.” The tour included 10 cities. At each stop, Siri found an intimate venue to play a show – a 
living room or a bar, a backyard or a school. Through their art, Siri and her tour-mates aspired to 
engage with communities in small town America, to hear their stories, and to facilitate 
conversations regarding the country’s history, landscape, current events, and mysticism. As Siri 
wrote, “we will be... listening and collaborating with the people we meet along the way in hopes 
of being part of the many solutions that inspire, create, and sustain positive change.” This hope is 
consistent with Lippard’s perspective on the role of art in our society. She describes effective art 
as “that which offers a vehicle for perceiving and understanding any aspect of life, from direct 
social change, to metaphors for emotion and interaction... such art is not, however, effective 
simply by being created, but by being created and communicated within carefully considered 
contexts” (Lippard 1983:5). Siri, Kendell, and Amanda embarked on their journey with the 
intention of “making this as inclusive and transparent as possible,” and with the hope of helping 
“people see some of that magic.” When I ask what was the most powerful take-away from the 
trip, Siri responds, “I really found that my hunches, my gut feelings were right – that trip 
confirmed that people are actually really open minded and curious, and sometimes they’re 
operating out of fear, but if you meet them with a story or a song, anything’s possible. America’s 
really beautiful and it’s also really broken.”  
Siri Undlin recently released her second album with her band, Humbird. This collection of folk 
songs includes several pieces of which are based on the fairytales and folk lore she studied in 
Europe, as well as stories she gathered on the Rail Tale Train Tour.  
 
***  
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Kat Wright: Drawing the Web 
As Kat Wright speaks, a web forms in my mind’s eye – alive, reaching and growing and 
wrapping in and around itself. “There is this desire to express that relationship between the 
plants, or the insects and animals, or the water, or the people, or the stones, or the ancestors, and 
to tell that relationship, the stories of those relationships through art,” she shares. Through her 
practice of storytelling, Kat emphasizes the interdependence between all human and non-human 
beings, acknowledging and celebrating this great web which is the earth community. Of equal 
prominence in her artistic and agricultural practices is the importance and healing potential of 
connecting to the stories of our own ancestors, and tapping into the intuitive senses which she 
believes are unearthed in this connection. These beliefs are Kat’s approach in answering the 
essential question – without a deep relationship to ourselves and our eco-stories, “how are we 
even going to begin to relate to something that feels even more outside of us and see it as an 
extension of us?”  
Kat’s practice of visual storytelling stems from her early interest and passion for art 
making. Growing up in northern Virginia, Kat attended art classes and camps throughout her 
adolescent years, lending to her pursuit of an academic career in art at Philadelphia University’s 
College of Textiles and Sciences. In college, Kat joined the Students for Sustainable Action 
group out of interest in learning and engaging with self-sufficient practices. Through this student 
group, Kat was introduced to farming and found a sense of empowerment in growing her own 
food. After graduating college, Kat moved to southern Arizona to WWOOF at the Sleeping Frog 
Farm. Though she originally planned to stay for just one month, she went on to work at the farm 
for another three years. Over the course of these three years, Kat’s role shifted from farmhand to 
market manager, and with this transition in work and responsibility, came a shift in Kat’s own 
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stance regarding her purpose of growing food. Her original perspective of farming as a means of 
practicing self-sufficiency evolved into a practice of developing a relationship with the land and 
natural systems.  
This practice became the nexus from which Kat’s connections between art and farming 
blossomed. As she explains to me, “in forming a relationship with plants and forming a 
relationship with the landscape and the animals and the insects and everything that is existing in 
that time and space – for me that fueled a huge amount of creativity and really started this 
passion and need that still exists. And it’s just shifted form and feels like it’s in the process of 
expanding and contracting as my life changes.”  For Kat, the expression of this creative energy 
has taken the form of visual storytelling. Beyond serving as inspiration for her art practices, 
farming also connects to Kat’s artistic work in terms of her production approaches. In both 
realms, she relies on the trust of her intuition to grow and create. Kat advises, “don’t overthink it, 
because it is this organic thing – just put stuff down where you think it should go... just opening a 
sketchbook and starting to write and starting to draw and not having any expectations about what 
comes out... that directly translates to things like gardening because there is that intuitive level.”  
Recently, Kat became interested in applying this intuitive sense to the field of landscape 
architecture – a field which offers an intersection for her two practices. As Kat describes, 
landscape architecture is:  
Another level at which I can practice art in relationship with farming, or the art of 
gardening, the idea of creating balance and harmony... to me it feels like art, the 
way that different plants and insects support each other, and the idea of 
companion planting, looking at who wants to be planted next to who, and what 
kind of ecosystem are you creating... just looking at it in this very holistic way. 
And so this is a very exciting way to being art and gardening or farming together.  
 
Landscape architecture thus offers Kat another path into the stories of all beings living 
and supporting each other within an ecosystem, generating more fuel for creative pursuits, and 
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contributing to the positive feedback loop between the artistic and agricultural production that 
drives Kat’s work.  
Kat’s visual pieces are guided by the “idea of being able to tell this other story, these 
stories through art – about who the plants are and then the relationship that occurs between the 
plants and people and our ancestors and the other animals and organisms that interact with those 
plants in their own ecosystems, and looking at the greater network and connection that happens 
there.” This perspective builds upon Kat’s recognition of the valuable roles that all non-human 
and human beings have, and reflects the sentiments shared by Razak (1990), who writes of our 
place in a “sacred landscape that holds plants, animals, humans, the natural landscape of the 
elements, the earth and the cosmos, and the visible and invisible entities that dwell within all 
these dimensions together in a sacred web in which humans are not the stewards of creations, but 
simply members of the whole” (p. 99). Kat’s exploration of this holistic epistemology through 
visual storytelling is expanded and informed by her earth-work studies in herbalism and her 
interest in landscape architecture. Herbalism’s exploration of traditional knowledge and 
ethnobotany aligns with Kat’s desire to share the stories of plant relationships, and supports her 
understanding that “the plant exists as its own being and has things that it’s here to do that are a 
lot greater than just what it does within our bodies.”  
Kat’s latest project was a documentation of the stories of various people, focusing 
specifically on their relationship with community. Kat shared these stories through illustration, 
which she finds as “the easiest way to express those ideas and those feelings and sentiments that 
come up around those stories.” Coming out of this project, Kat realized the necessity to explore 
her own story using the same mediums. Her practice of visual storytelling thus serves not only as 
a way to share other’s experiences, but also as a means of studying and understanding her place 
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and identity in the greater earth community. “One of the things I need to do as an artist and just 
as somebody walking their own path is – I need to figure out and work on telling my own story 
in that way... I think that looking at that in my own context and figuring out how to tell my own 
story in visual art... will better inform [my] next steps.” In this reflective work, Kat utilizes 
creative languages as tools to recognize and share eco-stories. Such work meets the call of 
Melanie Harris, who argues that this recognition is a pivotal practice in the recovery of eco-
memory, and consequently, personal relationships with the land.  
 Acknowledging storytelling’s ability to serve as medicine for healing personal 
relationships to the earth, Kat places great value on learning from the stories and knowledge of 
our ancestors. “This idea of tapping into our own personal stories, and this idea of connecting to 
our ancestors is a crucial part of this story – because there is so much trauma and damage that 
comes with them and lives within us... and even through some people might not directly relate to 
nature or to these wild spaces, I feel like it does because we are so out of touch with ourselves 
and with our relationship with our own history and who we really are at these deep levels.” This 
belief ties to numerous facets of Kat’s work, including her engagement with herbalism and her 
practice of intuitive growing and art making. Kat’s emphasis on ancestral work and storytelling 
is intrinsically linked to the processes of developing and restoring a healthy relationship to 
ourselves and the land. Like Harris, Kat calls for the celebration of ancestral knowledge that 
respects the plant-human bond, and that is a part of all our stories. Kat elaborates, “I think once 
we start consciously walking down this path, we’re tapping into this ancient DNA level 
connection... because it’s only in the last few hundred years that we have lost that direct 
experience.” She tells me she finds it funny that today, “people think that herbalism and plant 
medicine, and this relationship with the planet or with the plants, is this esoteric thing. But it’s 
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how people had been living for thousands of years.” Through her gathering of earth and human 
stories, visual expression of these stories, and fostering of relationships in gardening and 
farming, Kat reconnects with this way of living – a way of living which brings into view the 
image of the earth community as an interconnected and interdependent web. The image of this 
web, or tapestry, returns us to that powerful representation of intersectional ecofeminism’s key 
concern of solidarity, rather than unity, amongst historical objects of oppression. It offers an 
alternative view to social hierarchy and includes all forms of life, implying not “a lack of 
differences or diversity but rather [implying] that differences are integrally connected” (Bullis 
1996:126). We must see and understand our place in this network, as a human society and as 
individuals. This view is imperative for a process of recovery with ourselves and the world 
beyond us. And it is one that needs its stories told in order to been seen. As Kat says, “I see it, 
and hope that it’s part of the solution for dealing with a lot of the current cultural trauma that’s 
going on – if people look at doing that ancestral work and the healing around it, that this idea of 
people being so enthralled with and taking so much – part of it is because they don’t feel like 
they belong to anything. When they do, they just need to dig.”  
Kat Wright currently lives in Albuquerque, New Mexico. She works as graphic designer for a 
small branding firm and serves as the board president for Rio Grande Community Farms. In the 
future, Kat hopes to start a landscape design company that focuses on edible, medicinal, and 
native plants.  
*** 
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Conclusion I 
 
As demonstrated through the stories of Brooke Budner, Siri Undlin, and Kat Wright, the 
practices of storytelling and engaged communication serve as tools in addressing numerous 
challenges related to ecological well-being. They empower these women not only by amplifying 
their own voices, but also by positioning them to amplify the voices of others. Brooke’s story 
portrays the power of public performance art in engaging communication and mobilize 
community action. Her work is an incredible testament to the ability of artistically expressed 
emotion to reach the hearts and minds of people, and to generate change. Siri’s story speaks to 
importance of traditional knowledge and skills that are often held by women in rural 
communities, and the effectiveness of creative languages such as music, in building a bridge to 
their stories. Siri’s work also addresses the marginalization of these valuable stories under 
academic structures, many of which have been put in place and perpetuated by elite, white men. 
Kat’s narrative illuminates the beauty and significance of recognizing the interdependence 
between all human and non-human beings. Using visual storytelling as medium to explore this 
web of life, her work defends the necessity of connecting with personal, ancestral, and earth 
stories in order to understand our place in this network, and restore our relationships with 
ourselves and the land. 
The creative languages expressed by these three women through public performance, 
musical, and visual arts offer the means of facilitating dialogue that creates opportunities for 
gathering and sharing stories. The shared experience of growing food as a form of creative 
expression similarly provides a path to explore these stories, which in turn, provide new paths to 
connect with a broad and diverse audience. In a time of disconnection from the earth community, 
we must seek to uncover and integrate our own stories and the stories of the land and natural 
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systems around us. The practice of storytelling is integral to the maintenance and health of 
cultural memory because it is the thread that shows our place in the tapestry of life. Like our 
stories, it is a practice that lives in us, though we might not always remember how to cultivate it. 
It is a practice that takes many forms, from music to illustration to farming. As Klindienst (2006) 
writes, “it is not only words that have the power to bind and connect, to shape the ancient flow of 
human experience into a continuous narrative that begins to heal what has been torn apart by 
violence. There is also the silent and mysterious transaction of a hand burying a seed in the 
darkness of the earth” (p. 128). The testaments of these women show that the creative processes 
of art and farming can reconnect us to these stories, aiding our development of effective 
communication, understanding, and action.  
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PART II: BUILDING PLACE AND IDENTITY AS PRACTICES OF HEALING 
Personal Prologue II 
I follow the quiet – it lives down the stairs, slithers along hallways where the windows 
are cracks and the light sensors were never installed, lurks in the empty rooms when everyone is 
at dinner, vanishes with a simple flush. I learn the way that secrets survive – how they grow off 
of and into each other. I tend to them. Feed them, prune them. In return they turn my stomach 
inside out. 
I start working in the organic garden at my college. I don’t know much about growing 
vegetables, only small bits I learned as a child when my father made me help weed between the 
chili peppers and harvest the round, bitter Thai eggplants. I stopped paying attention when he 
started weighing me. The garden at college is shaped like the sun. Brick paths extend like rays 
out from the circle’s center and separate the beds into six sections. Most of the time, the paths 
are hidden, layered with mud and straw that tumbles over the beds’ stout walls. Weeds seep up 
between cracks in the brick, flooding the red rays with green – I think the mess looks most alive. 
My coworker, Caroline, teaches me in the garden. Caroline smells like the Midwest soil, but she 
looks like the Southwest desert. She is thin and strong, with rough, yet elegant hands that wear 
dust like lace gloves and a sharp face that gathers the sun for make-up. She dresses in spaghetti-
strap crop tops and Carhartt pants with a western-style belt. Her voice sounds like sand slipping 
through your fingers.  
We seed tomatoes in January. The greenhouse is only a small sun room off the college’s 
environmental studies lab, but it is space enough to provide a good childhood for the young 
plants. Its wide windows face south, curving protectively over the planter trays, and the tomatoes 
will have a good view of Ohio’s white winter melting into spring. Caroline and I tuck each seed 
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into a soft bed with a sprinkle of water and a lullaby. Every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday I 
check them after class, waiting with a motherly longing to greet their small green arms. When 
the first sprouts rise sleepy from their dark earth covers, Caroline and I shower them with praise 
in ritual song and water.  
The pool heater is on too high and the water is thick as I move stiffly through the practice 
warm-up. I swim for my college because I used to be fast, but lately my body and I have been 
arguing. My arms are weak, like toothpicks trying to cut through molasses. I count the black 
lines as they pass under me and it makes my head feel hot and full of cotton. My throat stings. 
Horizontal has become a difficult place; upside down is worse. I flip-turn, push off the wall in a 
weak streamline and bile rises into my mouth. I try to swallow but yellow burns and I scramble 
out of the pool, dash to the locker rooms. I take my usual family bathroom, with a full door so 
that no one will see my feet pointed the wrong way. Lock, pivot, then the familiar relief of 
blankness as I pull the yellow from my body. But today, as pressure strains my eyes and stars 
blur my vision, it is not yellow, but a hissing dark red that splatters the porcelain walls and 
collects in the basin of the bowl.  
In February I make a map of my secrets. Every red X is a bathroom. Each secret is 
followed by two Tums – two hours later, two more. At twenty-one, I grow my bangs out. My 
mother says I look older, my father says nothing. I think it feels like leaving home. At twenty-one, 
I have been pulling yellow for seven years. I watch my hands swell and shrink, shrivel and grow 
under paint and soil – fingers cradle cigarettes in prayer, blow hunger away. How many 
versions of you can you fit into the thing that is your body? Your body is borrowed my father 
tells me. I think, then I must be a terrible guest and I am so sorry. I said I would stop apologizing. 
Do not shrink my mother tells me. But I wish for the angles of her jawline anyways. I am so 
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sorry. I said I would stop apologizing. Yellow follows empty. Yellow unravels in strings – 
tumbling from lips, all the words I can’t get quite right. Now they are red. Have you ever seen 
silence in flame?  
In April, Caroline and I move the tomato starts from the greenhouse to freshly turned 
beds north of the apple orchard and hazelnut rows. Some are weak, stumbling in their transfer 
from pot to earth, and fall over – pouting like children, grumpy and wilted over moving to a new 
house and leaving the hiding spots they knew. I understand. It takes a long time to learn where it 
is safe to hide. I help them up with a gentle wrap of green twine that I pull and tie to the wire 
trellis three feet above the tomatoes’ young heads. Caroline plays them fiddle songs, and I hum 
along as we water the plants. We both believe the music helps them grow. 
By June the tomato branches ramble across their beds. Caroline and I clip back the 
suckers, try to control their growth but their bodies spread like rivers after a storm. I am jealous 
of how they take up space without apology, reach for what they want – the sun, the soil, the 
drink. What I give, they take and eat and then grow flowers. I want to be like them. Alive and 
ready, I think they are the most beautiful thing I have ever seen. When I tell them this, the tops of 
their small green fruits blush red.  
Growing secrets, I learn that violence is not a hard thing to hide. Close your eyes. 
Growing tomatoes, I learn that the soil will not hold my secrets, but that it can heal my wounds. 
Open your hands. I imagine the tomatoes spitting the water I gave them back into the already 
bloated sky, shining the light the sun fed them back across the garden and up into the clouds – 
imagine what they would say if they saw me in the family bathroom with the full door, rejecting 
the life they gave me.  
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The end of summer nears. In the length of the day I rest by the garden, press my knees 
into soil to meet green gazes. The tomato plants are now heavy with fruit. They sag to the east, 
balloon-bellied bunches round with the season’s rain. I marvel at their perfect forms, full and 
vibrant, cup them in my hands, and see that their veins are the same as mine. I take one, chew it 
slowly and it splits, painting my mouth with soft reds. I feel the fruit fall into my stomach, let it 
feed me, and say thank you.  
*** 
The vegetables I ate from that small garden at my college were the first foods I had not 
considered casting from my body in nearly ten years. This experience growing food did not lead 
to a full eating disorder recovery, but it became an essential part of my healing. Growing food 
under my own hands, watching life born and blossom and round to give life to my own body 
reminded me of my place in the natural network of all things. The attention required for tending 
to the plants in the garden reminded me of my relationship to the soil, the bugs, the water, and 
the sunlight, all of which are a part of the web of life. The strength and power of my eating 
disorder depended on disconnection – from the food I ate, from the way my body felt, from my 
own emotions and thoughts. The time I spent in that garden innately reconnected me with each 
of these things, and in reconnecting with my food, my body, my emotions, I found a great sense 
of place and appreciation – keys, I believe, to all healing.  
Growing food is a practice in gratitude, with roots that extend deeper than any vegetable. 
These roots connect us emotionally to the natural world we are part of, the land upon which we 
live, and our own identity. Through the intimacy of sustainable agriculture, farming and 
gardening practices remind us of our place in the earth community. These practices demand 
attention and attunement both to the systems around us and the systems within us. In return, they 
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foster a sense of place, externally and internally. As cultivators of the food we eat, farmers and 
gardeners may develop physical and emotional connections that tie them to the earth and its 
systems (Jean 2015:65). These are the connections we must build in order to confront the issue 
that Wolpert presents. “Believing that people, creatures, and places are separate and 
disconnected instead of interdependent and connected has led us to the verge of global 
catastrophe” (Wolpert 2006:2). My own struggle with eating disorders serves as a personal 
example of the dangers of such disconnection. Disconnection is soil and water for violence. It is 
much easier to hurt that which we do not care about than that which we do. I was out of tune, 
lacking care, and lacking gratitude for the home that is my body – thus harming it became an 
easy thing do to. The same is true for our natural resources, for the communities we live in, for 
the earth that is our home. Emphasizing the inherent bond between the earth and our bodies, 
Keller (1990) writes, “in a culture that has led to an apocalyptic displacement of the universe in 
which we dwell... to be simply at home again, in our bodies, in our worlds, is to become 
ecocentric: “eco,” from oikos, the Greek word for home” (p. 262). The detachment that we have 
propagated allows us to take without giving back, to destroy blindly and thoughtlessly – because 
emotional separation makes it easy to forget to say thank you.  
As many of the women I spoke to expressed, growing food sustainably requires 
attentiveness and care. Such practices have helped them understand their own place and role in 
the web of life, and have deepened the roots they hold to the land they live upon. This care and 
attention to natural environment lends itself to feeling at home and naturalized in that space – a 
feeling which our modern society often does not foster. Speaking to this truth, particularly in 
reference to Western culture, Klindienst (2006) states, “the earth is the actual ground of our lives 
– we grow out of the soil too. If it dies, we die. If it lives, we eat and live. You know this when 
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you grow your own food... So many of us in America don’t know, or if we once knew, we have 
forgotten. So little in our culture asks us to remember our dependence on nature” (p. 241). We 
lack naturalization because we are physically and emotionally removed from the natural systems 
which our bodies and soul are in fact, so intertwined with. We do not know our home, because 
we do not know ourselves. As Kimmerer (2013) puts it, “being naturalized to a place means to 
live as if this is the land that feeds you, as if these are the streams which you drink, that build 
your body and fill your spirit” (p. 215). 
Artistic practices similarly offer a means of place and identity cultivation. Art is a well-
used tool in therapy practices and is a significant component of learning in place-based education 
because it requires practice of observation and attunement (Rolling Jr. 2017:4). This seeing and 
feeling, “works together with our knowledge to give us information about the world and our 
place in it” (Wolpert 2006:2). Many of the women in this project shared that the place in which 
they are creating their art – whether it be musical, visual, or literary – becomes an inherent part 
of their work. As creative languages, these forms of art thus hold and share both the personal 
identity and perspective of the artist, as well as the expressed sense of the place where the work 
was produced. 
As integral elements of healing, building place and identity weave into ecofeminist 
ideologies, which seek to confront the violent natures of oppression and dominance over women 
and the earth. Such confrontation works towards healing the wounds which these violences have 
perpetrated – thus, ecofeminist ideologies themselves may be understood as approaches to 
healing. As the sense of place and identity fostered through farming and creative expression 
contribute to this healing, they find great relevance in the interests of ecofeminist movements. 
Indeed, both art and farming are addressed by ecofeminists as practices pertinent to the ideology. 
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Throughout her ecofeminist works, Vandana Shiva specifically explores the significance of 
gendered agriculture and the voices of women in farming. She recognizes the ability of farming 
to inform place and identity in the tapestry of life, specifying women-centered sustainable 
agriculture as a practice where, “knowledge is shared, other species and plants are kin, not 
property, and sustainability is based on renewal of the earth’s fertility” (Shiva 2006:24). Gloria 
Orenstein (1990) explicitly connects the curative qualities of ecofeminism to artistic practices, 
asserting that, “one might well think of ecofeminist visual arts as medicine journeys and of 
ecofeminist literature as medicine stories in order to bring about a healing of the Earth” (p. 285). 
Creating art and growing food under one’s own hands teaches one to feel, and inversely, 
are expressions of feeling. The emotional connections cultivated through farming and creative 
work have the potential power to build home where a sense of belonging is lost. This chapter 
shares the stories of four self-identified women who have used art and farming as tools in 
developing a sense of place and identity. This development offers strength and serves as a path in 
healing emotional, mental, and heritage traumas. The four stories shared in this chapter 
specifically examine art and farming as means of building a sense of place and identity through 
attunement to the natural world; fostering empathy and healing depression; creating a community 
through food and music; and reflection towards defining identity and home.  
*** 
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Katie Helser: Lessons in the Garlic 
“Every time we would move, we would grow a garden. We lived in Southern Alabama, 
we lived in Colorado, we lived in South Korea, and upstate New York. And in every place we 
grew a garden and we learned how to garden specifically to that region.” Botanical illustrator 
Katie Helser spent years uprooting her home with her husband, who served in the military. She 
explains, “gardening is what kept us grounded despite all of our moves. So no matter where we 
did go, it was important for me to plant things.” Originally from Montana’s Bitterroot Valley, 
Katie came into farming later in life, as she discovered the practice of growing food to be an 
essential piece of her place-making during those transient years. Katie’s story emphasizes the 
importance and beauty of attunement to the land and natural systems we live on, wherever that 
might be. She highlights the value of art and farming in developing this attunement, emotional 
connection, and sense of place through observation and attention. For Katie, these two practices 
do not only inform each other, they are one in the same. “Farming is a very emotional process 
and it does take a lot of observation, which is good in both illustration and farming. And I don’t 
see the two as any different, it’s just they’re both part of what we do – there’s no separation.”  
Though Katie now describes illustration and farming as mutual practices, the seeds of her 
passion for art making were the first to sprout. She tells me, “art has always been a cornerstone 
of my existence... it’s what kept me going throughout school... but I never really found my place 
in it until I realized I could be highly scientific in that.” While living in upstate New York, Katie 
became fascinated with scientific drawing through the discovery of old Audubon imagery. She 
began collecting the detailed botanical illustrations until she realized that instead of gathering the 
images, she ought to be creating her own. With the transition from collector to creator, both 
Katie’s artistic and farming practices blossomed. As she explains, “the first things I drew were 
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things that I grew because that was what was available.” This process of drawing from live 
subjects has influenced Katie’s narrative and informed her sense of place. 
 After Katie’s husband left the military, they returned to Montana to pursue their dream of 
starting a farm. Together, they purchased a piece of land in the St. Ignatius Valley, just a few 
hours north of where Katie grew up. She and her husband built their farm from the ground up – 
their houses, infrastructure, and wholesale farm business. Throughout this process, Katie’s 
creative practice not only remained an integral part of her agricultural pursuits, but also 
contributed to her improvement as a farmer. “Because I always draw from live subjects... it was 
almost a requirement that I plant what I want to draw,” she tells me. Emphasizing the 
relationship between her practices, she expresses, “for me farming and illustrating have never 
been separate. It’s always been the same and it’s constantly an inspiration to find new plants that 
I want to draw, or how they connect with other things, and to learn about things in a really 
detailed way, which makes me a better farmer.”  
Katie continues to attribute the growth of their farm to the emotional connection their 
family has built with the land through art and farming. “For us – my husband, my kids, and I – 
the creative process of farming is equal to the creative joy we get from illustrating. My son, he 
grows flowers, but he also draws them now, because it’s just part of what we do. It’s just part of 
our life – paying attention to the way things fit together and feed into each other.” The Helsers’ 
awareness of interdependence translates into the care for both their earth community and human 
community. As Katie explains, they are “fiercely aware of our need to be productive community 
members and really provide a quality product, that’s both safe for us and for our community.” 
Now in their eighth season, their farm grows wholesale produce for the Western Montana 
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Growers’ Cooperative, as well as specialty produce for their local farmer’s market. In effort to be 
as self-sufficient as possible, the Helsers also grow meat exclusively for their family.  
Attention to detail has played a pivotal role in Katie’s development of knowing place and 
sense of home. “My dream was always to watch a tree grow and I hated having to leave what I 
planted,” reflects Katie. “I was so excited to be here and to really understand where I am.” Her 
practice of growing what she wants to draw lends itself to a deep attunement to the land and its 
rhythms, particularly those of seasons and the corresponding patterns of natural ecosystems. The 
knowledge that Katie uses to be a successful farmer and artist come from her observation of 
these systems, which teach and inspire her seasonally oriented work. Katie’s understanding of 
natural rhythms stems from her awareness and attentiveness to what is happening on all levels. 
Katie shares an incredible story of how she gained an intimate understanding about the garlic she 
was growing. 
Last year, I drew the life cycle of garlic – we grow wholesale garlic – and in that 
process of really watching garlic, in getting to know it, and drawing it really 
detailed, I discovered a wasp – a parasitic wasp that I didn’t even know we had, 
that it was living in the garlic and it was eating the harmful bugs and the eggs... I 
wouldn’t have known that if I hadn’t sat down and really looked at the garlic to 
draw. 
 
Katie speaks beautifully and passionately on the necessity of spending time outside in 
order to truly connect with and understand a place. She tells me that through her integrated 
practices of farming and illustration, she now knows “that when the blackbirds come, it’s time 
for me to plant my seeds because it’s four weeks from spring... Or when the geese come, I know 
it’s time to prepare for fall. And the connection with the birds and the wildlife that lives through 
our property and the quality of our soil and what our trees do in the fall will tell me what our 
winter is going to be like.” Katie’s reflection portrays her growing relationship with the land she 
lives upon, and demonstrates the power of art and farming in illuminating our place in the 
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tapestry of life. In our modern society, we lack such knowledge and attunement to place. 
Disconnected from the soil, from the food we eat, from the creatures we share this home with, 
we have produced an infrastructure which does not support care or love for where we live. 
Katie’s story shows us that together, the practices of art and farming may deepen our knowledge 
and emotional bond to place. This lends itself to attunement to our home and our position 
amongst all living things – an attunement that is vital in fostering the love, care, and appreciation 
we are missing. Katie discusses spreading the knowledge of place through creative and 
emotional languages – “both art and farming are really great ways to wake up, and say, ya this is 
where you live. You need to take care of it. The birds need you, and these animals, don’t take 
them for granted because we need them too... For me, it’s just connected in terms of how to 
connect with the plants and the environment and your soul with the place.”  
Katie Helser remains in St. Ignatius with her husband and two children. She is currently scaling 
back her farming endeavors to focus on working as a full-time professional artist. Katie’s latest 
projects include a year-long commission contract with the Ranch at Rock Creek and a self-
published “color-as-you-find” botanical field guide.  
 
*** 
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Danielle Lattuga: Walking the Veil 
“The other day I was walking and the way the wind was blowin’ through the dead grasses 
– that became a poem. It’s just, it’s all there in front of us. And I think it really is the root of 
creation,” shares Danielle Lattuga. She weaves her narrative before me, stringing words with the 
same magic she writes into her work. Danielle is a poet and novelist in St. Ignatius, Montana 
where she runs a small organic farm with her husband and son. Her story is one of finding 
healing through the emotional identity and spirituality she has built and expressed through 
farming and writing. At the heart of her practices is the strong value she holds for building 
relationships with the land and non-human beings, particularly other animals. Danielle’s work 
responds to Berry’s (2006) statement that, “the thousand-fold voices of the natural world [have] 
become inaudible to many humans. The mountains, rivers, wind, and sea all became mute insofar 
as human were concerned... Animals were no longer the companions of humans within the single 
community of existence” (p. 18). Her story amplifies these voices and shares how the 
relationships with these companions offer strength in confronting depression, and establishing 
mental and physical well-being. For Danielle, the development of these relationships is grounded 
and grows from attunement to natural rhythms and the practice of empathy.  
Danielle’s connection to farming stems from her childhood. Growing up in rural 
Vermont, her family worked to be as self-sufficient as possible in order to support themselves 
economically. She tells me of the large garden they had, and how they preserved their produce at 
the end of each growing season to help feed them through the winter. For Danielle, the 
recognition of a relationship between art and the natural environment was an inherent part of her 
understanding of the world. As she shares, “environmentalism is spirituality and faith, and so is 
art. That’s where the word inspiration comes from right? That spirit. My whole life really, I have 
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seen that intersection of nature and art.” From a young age, Danielle knew she wanted to be a 
writer, and the words that filled Danielle’s childhood journals were often informed and inspired 
by her natural surroundings. Now running a farm of her own many years later, Danielle 
expresses how “the farming always feeds the writing and visa-versa.” She explains, “the two are, 
for me, just totally tied... Most of the writing happens when I’m out wandering around in the 
mountains and the woods or when I’m in the garden, or in the fields, or taking care of my 
animals. That’s when the clarity comes around my creativity, my artwork, my writing. That’s 
where the seeds come from.”  
The creative expression that emerged from this intersection has played a pivotal role in 
Danielle’s personal history with mental health. She tells me of her struggles with her father’s bi-
polar disorder and her parents’ divorce, of leaving home for college and falling into unhealthy 
patterns. “There was a lot of untangling for me to do emotionally, and just a lot of work that I 
had to do while I was in college that didn’t have anything to do with being a college student... 
there were times when it was pretty rough – I definitely struggled with abuse of drugs and 
alcohol.” It is these forms of escaping emotional pain that draw us away from ourselves. Like 
modern corporate agriculture, like capitalist consumerism, like dense urban environments, they 
disconnect us from the true origin of spirit and creation – the earth, the land, and all the beings 
that live on it. Danielle began to recover her relationship with the land and with herself, when 
she started to volunteer at her college farm. She says, “the farming was, clearly for me, a way to 
literally get grounded and to root down. It was probably what got me through, in a lot of ways.” 
Danielle’s healing was guided not only by cultivating her relationship with the land, but also 
with other non-human animals – a theme which she explores often in her writing. Her struggles 
with depression led her to take a semester off from college. She shares her experience of feeling 
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uprooted, lost, and purposeless. Then that spring, Danielle got a husky puppy. “He totally 
rescued me,” she tells me. “Having this little puppy to take care of – like there’s the animal self, 
the animal connection to the natural world, the growing. It’s all connected right?” Developing 
relationships with the soil and with animals served as medicine to Danielle during this time of 
depression because they helped reconnect her to the greater network of life, reminding her of her 
place and identity within it.  
Our conversation regarding mental and emotional health leads us to an enlightening 
thread on the connection between depression and creativity. At a writing workshop she attended 
last year, Danielle learned that, “the area [of the brain] that supports writers is the same area that 
affects depression, and there is actually a higher level of bi-polar and depression” in artists and 
writers. During a presentation given by a physician, Danielle also learned that this issue may be 
addressed by building the myelin sheets, which strengthens the connection between the two parts 
of the brain. The presenter shared that one scientifically proven method for doing this is spending 
daily time in nature. Danielle reflects on this information, asking “how many people have felt 
saved by interacting with the natural world? So many of our struggles come from that disconnect 
and that lack of understanding and connection to what we’re made of.”  
Driven by her passion to explore and express her relationship with the earth, and her 
hopes to inspire others to engage in environmental activism through creative writing, Danielle 
pursued her master’s degree in Environmental Studies at the University of Montana. Danielle 
shares, “I wanted more purpose than doing the craft... I wanted to do the craft in a way that 
would inspire others to act towards the cause that I believe in – which is in my mind – 
environmentalism is way more than a cause, it’s a necessity.” Throughout this experience, she 
maintained her belief in the intrinsic connection between creative expression and the natural 
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world, and continued to find inspiration with this intersection. At the time, however, Danielle 
recounts, “I didn’t think I could do farming and writing in the EVST program. I remember 
saying to one of my friends, all I want to do is farm and write. And she was like – well, why 
can’t you?”  
And so she did. A few years ago, Danielle and her husband purchased land in the St. 
Ignatius Valley. They are slowly bringing their vision of a bio-dynamic teaching farm to fruition. 
This vision includes a large organic produce and flower garden, homes for their livestock, bee 
colony, and large flock of chickens, a blacksmith workshop, and infrastructure to support an 
artist retreat/residency program. Shifting from the relatively urban lifestyle of Missoula, Danielle 
shares her experience transitioning to a life that follows natural rhythms. “We wake up when the 
owls are going to bed. We hear them, we see the roosters waking up, and we get up and start our 
day with the other animals.” For Danielle, these rhythms correlate with her creativity in both 
writing and farming. She elaborates, “if you’re doing farming... in keeping with the gifts of the 
natural world and the rhythms of the natural world – if you’re not fighting those rhythms – those 
rhythms also support the creative mind because you’re not bound by the typically masculine 
constructs of our culture.” In general, Danielle tells me that she finds many of the farmers she 
knows to be creative people, explaining that sustainable agricultural practices “suit the kind of 
person and the type of brain that you have as a creative person.” The impacts of living in sync 
and finding place within natural rhythms also extend to physical health and well-being. Danielle 
and I discuss the ways in which attuning to those rhythms through farming has contributed to 
healthier relationships with our bodies. As Danielle articulates, “my physiology appreciates this 
way of life... I believe that I’ve kind of gone back to the way my body is supposed to be because 
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of the life that we’re living, in the rhythms that we’re living in, and the food that we’re eating 
and growing now.”  
Danielle’s practices of writing and growing have served as tools in addressing her 
struggles regarding mental health. In turn, these struggles have informed and inspired her work. 
As she expresses, “that struggle is such a potent place for creation and inspiration and movement 
and motivation to change... I feel like it all exists in that place really.” Drawing a connection 
back to what Danielle learned about creativity and depression being related in the brain, I find 
myself asking – are the hardships that arise from having deep emotional connections a necessary 
condition for creativity? Is the need to express struggle and pain an inherent part of producing 
something beautiful that speaks to others? Is the desire to escape and not acknowledge these 
struggles a part of the greater problem in our human society’s broken relationship with the earth? 
Danielle begins to address these questions with her reflection; “a lot of what we’re struggling 
within our society is just letting go – letting yourself be taught by that [the natural world] and 
humbled by it and stripped down by it.” As she shares with me, “that surrender is not a giving 
up. That’s courage. Like people showing their vulnerabilities is so courageous and that’s what 
inspires other people right?” Woven into this conversation is the thread of belief that we do not 
need to understand everything, and that an element of our struggle is the unwillingness to accept 
this. This belief becomes apparent in Danielle’s writing.  
 In her current work, Danielle explores what she calls “the veil,” the delicate and visceral 
edge between the world that we know and that beyond this world. She describes her writing as 
literary fiction with elements of magical realism. As Danielle explains to me, this concept of 
magic realism “enables me to explore spiritual concepts in my life,” and that belief that we 
should be more comfortable with not having to explain everything we don’t understand. In 
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magical realism, “you don’t have to explain that. You can let people come to their own 
conclusions but you can still explore those ideas that are harder to grasp – that don’t necessarily 
need to be named.” In the ambiguity of her writing, Danielle thus draws upon the power of 
storytelling to foster connections and commonality in her audience by giving readers the space to 
interpret the story based on their own experience and thoughts. She facilitates empathy by 
providing the structure for readers to find common ground with the subjects in her story, and 
helps them see themselves in certain elements of the narrative or characters. Indeed, empathy 
presents itself as a primary theme across Danielle’s literary work; “A lot of what I’m writing 
about now is, in one way or another, very focused on interactions with other animals and the 
connection with other animals and empathy.” Danielle carries this sentiment as a core value in 
her own life, informing her relationship with the natural world and her sense of place in its 
fabric.  
Danielle’s story reveals the intricacies and tangles that are inherent to the development, 
processing, and expressing of our experiences as emotional beings. Identifying herself as an 
empath, Danielle reflects to me how this, “at certain times of my life has been really debilitating 
for me. I definitely have struggled with depression and empathy plays a big role in that.” 
However, while these experiences of emotional intensity have been trying, Danielle recognizes 
that this struggle is also a powerful source of creative inspiration and expression. Throughout 
Danielle’s story, her hardships and pain live in relationship with her writing – her personal 
struggles inform her creative work, and her creative work serves as a tool in acknowledging who 
she is, the struggles she is confronting, and healing from them. Danielle also finds this dynamic 
mirrored in human’s relationship with nature. She explains, “we’re constantly in struggle with 
the environment around us as a culture. And of course the environment and nature reflects back 
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on you. Even basic struggles like winter and cold weather. But there’s such an intersection. 
There’s so much insight and beauty that comes out of that struggle and nature is the very basic 
example of that.” Danielle faces such struggles with the land by developing an emotional 
relationship with the land and its creatures, and allowing the challenges within that relationship 
to teach and inspire her. Danielle’s story shows that the practices of farming and creative making 
provide a lens with which to find the beauty in our personal and earthly struggles. In finding and 
sharing this beauty through empathy, Danielle has built her own sense of place and identity in 
her surrounding earth community and beyond.  
Danielle Lattuga lives in the St. Ignatius Valley, Montana with her husband, son, their three 
sheep, bee colony, flock of chickens, dog, and three cats. This is their first season on their farm. 
As a family, they are working to build their land into a teaching farm and retreat center. 
Danielle is currently working on publishing her first novel. 
 
*** 
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Kaya Juda-Nelson: Soil Songs 
 “From a really young age, I remember listening to Celtic fiddle and just feeling on the 
verge of tears. And it still happens to me. I can listen to Irish fiddle and just cry from a place of 
knowing that’s a part of my soul language. And I think that that feeling is very similar – is what I 
get from farming,” shares Kaya Juda-Nelson, a folk musician in Missoula, Montana. As we 
speak, I feel that emotional language emanating from her words – a love that carries into sound. 
This power of aural expression is something which Kaya knows well. Kaya’s narrative reveals 
deep connections between music and farming, and shares the personal story of how these 
connections helped her redefine and reconnect to the place she grew up calling home. Both her 
creative and growing practices serve as expressions of her soul language. Finding space for these 
expressions has been instrumental in the development of her own identity and community as an 
adult in her hometown of Missoula.  
 Kaya began playing the violin around the age of four, and continued through her early 
high school years, at which time she moved away from the classical and folk music of her 
childhood. She listened to primarily male indie rock artists, and tells me she “didn’t have the 
concept of strong female musicians, besides my mom’s... dorky folk tapes.” Within a few short 
years, however, she returned to the violin, joined a small band, and began singing. As Kaya 
explains, “I think part of what led me back into music was getting more in touch with singing 
and my own voice.” Around this time, as she fell back in love with music, Kaya also reconnected 
with the women musicians she had grown up listening to, such as Gillian Welch and Martha 
Scanlan. These artists informed Kaya’s blossoming understanding of music as a language to 
build and share relationships with place and the land. Speaking to Martha Scanlan’s influence, 
Kaya tells me, “she has these incredible folk songs that portray the most beautiful imagery of 
 
68 
living on the plains of southeastern Montana... Listening to that has been, and still is, really 
inspiring in thinking about... embodying the beauty of the natural world that we live in through 
the style of music.”  
 After high school, Kaya set off across the country to study at Boston University. 
However, the urban pace and life of Boston proved a poor match for Kaya’s spirit. She stayed in 
the city for one semester before returning home. Back in Missoula, Kaya expresses that she felt 
lost and in need of redefining her identity in this place that was both familiar and yet didn’t feel 
like her own. She elaborates, “I think that being from Missoula feels like a dichotomy 
sometimes. I know this place so well, I know so many people here... but it’s not my home 
because I’ve made it my home... it’s kind of my home incidentally because I was born here and 
my family’s here.” Seeking a means of transitioning back into the social environment of 
Missoula, Kaya enrolled in a spring semester course with the University of Montana’s 
experiential student farm, the Program in Ecological Agriculture and Society (PEAS) Farm. This 
was a turning point in Kaya’s relationship with her home. At PEAS, she began building a 
community and sense of place outside of her family. She went on to work the summer at the 
farm which led to her involvement with Garden City Harvest, a local community based 
agricultural non-profit that she now works for. As Kaya shares, “my parents are wonderful and 
the community that they’ve helped build here is amazing. But it’s been hard to figure out what I 
am beyond that in the community. So I think that farming and finding the important work has 
really helped tied me to this place a little bit more.”  
 As Kaya became engaged in the local food scene, she found that farming deeply inspired 
and connected to her creative musical practices. Similar to the sense of place she felt in the music 
of Martha Scanlan, Kaya’s growing relationship with her homeland found natural expression in 
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her creative work. “I found that writing songs about my experience farming just poured in such 
an easy way,” she describes. “It’s just that being in the rhythm of farming and the seasons... 
that’s really inspired a lot of the music that I’ve written and made.” The discovery of this 
relationship between farming and music has further contributed to Kaya’s establishment of her 
own place and identity in Missoula. Both practices have helped her build an emotional 
connection to the earth community and the human community around her, lending to strong 
relationships which inform each other. She tells me of a song she wrote, “The Farm Song,” in 
which she expresses the importance and the beauty of community cultivated through farming. 
One verse I wrote about... the fleeting moment of harvesting garlic... usually when 
you harvest garlic, it all has to be done in one day and everyone just spends the 
whole day harvesting garlic and hanging it together. And especially at PEAS, 
when you’re with that size of group, and everyone’s listening to music in the barn 
together – these moments of community and teamwork that just felt very inspiring 
to me. 
 
Establishing her own sense of identity in Missoula through community, farming, and music, 
Kaya has reclaimed her home. “I think that as I’ve gotten older, I’ve really fallen in love with 
this state and how harsh it can be and how beautiful it can be... That’s what I want to being out in 
my music.”  
 Kaya and I talk at length about her relationship with her hometown, but our conversation 
also branches out to broader emotional connections between art and farming. While these 
practices have been essential to her sense of place in the Missoula community, they have also 
played a significant role in the development of her internal sense of place – in her understanding 
of who she is. She beautifully describes this relationship with self, as unearthed through art and 
farming.  
I think that the best way I can describe it is tapping into this part of myself that I 
have learned how to cultivate and that I love about myself – which has really been 
through farming – of like feeling humbled and feeling quiet and feeling hearty 
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and feeling raw, but also sort of tender at the same time, like this whole mix of 
what it means to be… and I think I’ve learned that that state of myself is where I 
feel most at home and where I feel happiest and most confident. And I’ve found 
that place through other things, but farming snaps me into that place and so I think 
that I like to try to express that place through music.  
 
This complex array of emotions is shared amongst a number of the women in this project. Kaya 
expresses the difficulty of articulating it in conversation, and I find myself thinking of the 
similarities between her sentiments and my own process of writing this piece. The powerful 
emotions experienced in the intricate relationships with the earth community and human 
community are sometimes too large to share through conventional forms of communication, yet 
these are the experiences that incite action. Kaya reflects, “similarly to a lot of creative 
processes, I don’t think you can always articulate why it’s important or why it makes you want to 
cry, but it is just like that kind of emotion.” These emotions require those alternative expressions 
of creative languages, which are an inherent part of our cultural and historical communication. 
These languages remind us of our relationship to place and ourselves, and may begin to represent 
the core of those relationships. As Kaya puts it, “I think the environmental movement needs 
these art forms that really portray why we should give a shit about what we are doing and why 
we should care. Being able to translate that into some sort of tangible thing that people can 
experience. I think that that’s so necessary.”  
Kaya Juda-Nelson currently lives in Missoula, Montana where she works as the care-taker for 
Garden City Harvest’s River Road community farm. She is a member of the local folk band 
Westfork, with whom she sings and plays the banjo and violin.  
 
*** 
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Caroline Stephens: How to Hold Home  
 “I feel like the love of the [Kentucky] landscape comes through because it’s just the 
landscape I know... on a cellular level, in my brain, ancient brain stems,” explains Caroline 
Stephens as she tells me of a short story she wrote about her homeland while in graduate school 
in Missoula, Montana. “I don’t know Montana like that. So it’s something that’s sad to me 
because I believe in knowing and loving place, and I certainly love this place, but to have left the 
place that I already loved, behind, seems like an affront to my values and beliefs.” Caroline’s 
story shares the poignant struggles of defining home, of leaving the places and history we come 
from in search of our own identity. As a farming and writer, Caroline has found that while her 
growing and creative practices help her connect to the land she lives on through observation and 
reflection, the process of planting roots in new soil is no easy task. Her experience highlights the 
emotional challenges of wandering away from the love and tensions held by one’s historical and 
ancestral land in search of human communities that support one’s social values. Caroline’s 
account is a raw and honest sharing of both the joys and pains experienced in the development of 
place and identity. Her story portrays the significant role that relationship with the land holds in 
this process, and emphasizes the importance of creative reflection in tending to this relationship.  
 Caroline’s story began in Louisville, Kentucky, where her family has lived for eight 
generations. Despite these strong heritage ties to the land, Caroline’s personal connection to the 
soil grew through her engagement with farming as a student at Centre College. In her senior 
year, she began farming through a “Volunteer for Veggies” program at a nearby organic farm. 
Her initial enchantment with growing is clear. “When the land was first plowed, and whenever it 
would be cultivated, they would pull up these big rocks and all of the rocks were geodes... so that 
was my start to farming and immediately there was a magic there.”  
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Upon graduating, Caroline took a job as an apprentice at Field Day Family Farm, just two 
miles from her family’s property. Thus, the 10-acre farm outside of Louisville shared similar soil 
and water to that of Caroline’s homeland. As she explains, “the same fork that runs right along 
my family’s former property... [of] Beargrass Creek flowed through the property where I was 
farming.” This experience of building agricultural skills and knowledge upon the lands of lineage 
contributed greatly to her own sense of home and her relationship with that place. Caroline 
reflects on farming’s ability to facilitate this relationship. 
When you tinker with the land, when you manipulate it in some way, even if it’s a 
small way... you understand more about it because you see the way it responds to 
different weather patterns. You see the way it responds to different actions, and so 
you learn about it. I think that is what initially drew me to farming. And [what] 
helped me understand more about my home place in Kentucky. 
 
Yet, Caroline’s connection with the soil and water of her homeland is only one piece of 
her sense of identity and belonging to place. Though certainly a significant element, Caroline’s 
strong relationship to the earth community of Kentucky is not mirrored in her relationship to the 
human community there. This discrepancy partly stems from the tension she feels regarding her 
family’s own history on the land. Caroline acknowledges her privilege in knowing the stories of 
her lineage many generations back. She says, “I feel like not many people have that benefit... 
because they’re removed from their homeland or they’re removed from their families or their 
families are separated.” Much of this knowledge was passed on to Caroline through rich stories 
told to her by her grandmother, who was similarly “connected to agriculture and a way of 
knowing about the land and about animals [and] non-human nature.” However, with this 
privilege, Caroline also feels a sense of responsibility that is sometimes burdensome and 
confounds her sense of place in farming. Specifically, she addresses the difficulty she 
experiences in connecting and respecting her ancestors’ work as farmers, because that “history is 
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not clean... they owned slaves and employed slave labor, which... in my mind sort of discounts 
their agency over the land.” She elaborates on her perspective that “they employed this really 
harmful economic system in order to make money on the land, in order to prosper. So I don’t... 
really lift them up as farmers.”  
Contributing to this tension with her family history, Caroline’s own social values have 
come into conflict and impacted her sense of belonging within the human community of her 
homeland. She shares: “I think my identity as a queer woman has a lot to do with my leaving... 
After going to college in central Kentucky, I really yearned for a like-minded community, and a 
community of queers whose work I really respected. And so I wanted to come to a place like 
Missoula that’s pretty progressive.” Caroline thus uprooted, and moved to Missoula, Montana to 
pursue her graduate degree in Environmental Studies. In continued engagement with agriculture, 
she spent a season working for a local farm, Clark Fork Organics, and was later hired as the 
manager for a farm in the Mission Valley.  
As a graduate student, Caroline found that writing served as a valuable partner to her 
growing practices in that it helped her reflect upon her experiences with the plants and soil and 
creatures. She explains: “Taking all that witnessing of interactions with non-human nature, and 
exploring our need to feed ourselves, and the loss that comes with that, and the mortality of 
things – all of that is worth exploring, and without the reflection piece it just goes – it goes 
noticed, but not understood fully.” These experiences conversely serve as inspiration for 
Caroline’s writing, and it is often the emotionally significant moments that light her creative 
flame. “There are times like that, when you’re doing something that is really raw, that have to do 
with mortality and have to do with sustenance... topics that are really essential to our being 
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human,” Caroline describes to me. “After moments like those, I’ll feel moments of inspiration 
and feel like – oh gosh, I really want to write this down because there’s something here.”  
She shares the story of such a moment – the day of turkey slaughtering on the Moon-
Randolph Homestead. A few years after Caroline received her master’s degree, she moved to the 
homestead with her partner Katie, who she met through the graduate program. Moon-Randolph 
is a public homestead open to visitors and that serves as the host of several events which engage 
the community with Missoula’s history. Along with a small orchard and garden, the Homestead 
raises small scale livestock. Caroline and Katie have six turkeys, ten meat chickens, three pigs, 
and a flock of forty-five laying hens (The Moon-Randolph Homestead n.d.). On the day of 
turkey slaughter, Caroline describes the intensity and intimacy of their interaction with the birds 
they had raised.  
It was all day. You know, we didn’t have a plucker. We plucked them with our 
hands, by ourselves. And we had this system where she (Katie) would catch the 
turkeys because she is very patient... patient enough to wait until the perfect 
moment to grab them, and then she holds them very gently and kindly... She could 
never slaughter them herself. It would be really hard for her, and so she hands 
them off to me, and we say a prayer and then I kill them. We are a team. I don’t 
want to catch them, that just braces my adrenaline, and doesn’t put me in a good 
place to take their lives... Katie, she has cried every time we’ve killed our 
animals. Every time she does, it’s really intense for her, and that is part of why I 
love her. 
 
This type of emotional experience inspires and compels Caroline to write, which in turn, 
connects her to place through reflection. Expanding on our conversation, Caroline speaks to the 
importance of such reflection in inciting social change: “Cultural change doesn’t necessarily 
come from statistics. People aren’t necessarily inspired by that. I think... systemic cultural 
change... comes from a change of heart, which art has more to do with and religion has more to 
do with.”  
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Caroline Stephens continues to live at the Moon-Randolph Homestead with her fiancé Katie. She 
now serves as the lecturer for the University of Montana’s PEAS Farm. In this position, Caroline 
hopes to have greater incentive and space to pursue her practices in both creative and academic 
writing. 
*** 
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   Caroline Stephens 
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Conclusion II 
How do we begin to heal the wounds in our relationships with the earth community, the 
human community, and ourselves? This question presents itself throughout this project, 
appearing in different forms and addressed in different ways within each story. The four women 
in this chapter broadly share in their approach, a focus on developing place and identity as paths 
towards healing. In all their narratives, practices in farming and art serve as tools in cultivating 
these senses of place and identity. Katie Helser’s story speaks to the value of observation and 
attunement to the natural world through her connection between growing and botanical 
illustration. Learning the rhythms of the land through these practices has helped Katie build her 
depth of knowledge regarding her natural surroundings. This, in turn, offers her a strong sense of 
place and a feeling of home that grounds her both internally and externally. Sharing of her story, 
Danielle Lattuga provides a powerful example of how the recovery of our relationships with the 
earth community and all its beings simultaneously works towards individual mental, emotional, 
and physical well-being. Her closely tied practices in creative writing and farming are both 
inspired by the struggles she has experienced with depression, and conversely aid in her combat 
against these difficult mental and emotional patterns. Emphasizing empathy and emotional 
connections with our fellow non-human members of the earth community, Danielle’s story 
shows that recognizing our place in the greater tapestry of life is medicine for ourselves and the 
earth. Kaya Juda-Nelson’s narrative intimately shares the complex relationship with the place 
she calls home. The bond that Kaya finds between creating music and working in a farming 
environment has led her to spaces and communities that have helped redefine and reestablish her 
own identity in her hometown. Kaya’s story tells of the importance of community in developing 
one’s sense of belonging, and illustrates the ways in which celebrating soul languages through 
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creative practices such as music and farming work to build those connections. Like Kaya, 
Caroline Stephen’s story explores the concept of home, though hers is one of leaving rather than 
returning. In her narrative, Caroline expresses the emotional struggles of moving away from 
one’s home in search of earth and human communities that better support one’s sense of identity. 
Through this process, Caroline has developed her writing practice as a means of reflecting upon 
her experiences with the land that she lives and works on. Her story demonstrates the ability of 
creative reflection in connecting to place wherever one goes.  
 The four stories in this chapter stand as unique accounts of a universal challenge – 
discovering a sense of belonging. These women’s specific experiences with moving from place 
to place, confronting depression, redefining home, and the heartache of leaving home, all reflect 
a greater sense of displacement that exists throughout our society. This sense of displacement 
permeates and produces multi-scalar consequences. With a disconnection and damaged 
relationship with the earth community, it is not only difficult to feel truly naturalized to place, it 
is also difficult to have a wholesome relationship with ourselves. Knowing where you are is a 
fundamental piece of knowing who you are. As a society, we are displaced emotionally and 
spiritually because we no longer know and love the land we live on. Sanders reiterates, “in the 
face of narcissism and homogenization, it is all the more vital that we recover a sense of place. A 
powerful sense of belonging to our home ground can draw us out of our self-preoccupation and 
revive our concern for the public realm. It can help transform us from rootless wanderers into 
inhabitants, from consumers into stewards” (Sanders 2009:96). The lack of commitment to this 
relationship has led us to where we are today – ecological catastrophes abound, increase in 
mental health issues, global malnutrition, a growing refugee crisis, the proliferation of numerous 
social injustices.  
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Addressing the illnesses of our human and earth communities, Kimmerer (2013) asks, “I 
wonder if much that ails our society stems from the fact that we have allowed ourselves to be cut 
off from that love of, and from the land. It is medicine for broken land and empty hearts” (p. 
126). The narratives of Katie, Danielle, Kaya, and Caroline support Kimmerer’s claim. They 
show the incredible power that strengthening emotional and physical connections with the land 
holds in healing myriad issues. Though there are certainly many paths to this reconnection, 
artistic and sustainable agricultural practices have assisted these four women in the recovery of 
their relationships with the land, its creatures, and themselves. Their stories align with the 
ecofeminist ideology that we must recognize our place in, and work towards tending to the 
tapestry of life if we hope to survive as a human community. As King (1995) writes, “when we 
consider how the practice of gardening, planting, and reconnecting to the earth can have positive 
neurological and psychological impacts, then we, as scholars and activists, are moved to open up 
the discourse to an ecowomanist reality of honoring the connection with the earth as healing” (p. 
108).  
*** 
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PART III: CONFRONTING SOCIAL DYNAMICS & DECONSTRUCING DUALISMS 
Personal Prologue III 
When I wake with morning’s upward seeping, there are goosebumps on my skin. The 
single silk blanket is no match for the AC mounted on the wall – blowing its faux frigidness at me 
with all its might. My aunts must have set it to its highest setting, maybe assuming that as a half-
blood living in America I would not be able to sleep soundly in the thickness of the tropic air. It 
makes me sad to think that they don’t imagine the humid that wraps around them could be home 
to me too.  
Opening the door is a bodily shock. Not the warmth, but the moisture, that envelops and 
weighs down and instantly becomes a part of the flesh, latching on like a leech. It slows me 
down, and I take a few breaths to adjust – goosebumps that melt into sweat droplets on my arms, 
sweat droplets that slide, and poise themselves on the tips of my thinly spread arm hairs. Hairs 
that are barely there – much like my Thai cousins, but growing from skin that is the color of 
dried sand –  unlike my Thai cousins, whose tones run in deep muddied browns.  
It is only our second day in Thailand and I am jetlagged. The sky is still sleeping, and the 
streets are still sleeping, but I hear movements in the kitchen and one of my aunts is awake.  
Mae Thao hovers above a pot that has been scratched and scuffed from years of sand scrubs and 
being left out to dry during the monsoon season. Her gaze, or perhaps her nose, stays fixed over 
the boiling contents, but her hands run around her as if with eyes of their own, retrieving and 
tossing leafy spices and salty sauces into the pot. She lifts her head slightly at the sound of feet 
entering the kitchen.  
“Are you hungry?” I know that greeting as a form of the familiar Southern Thai “hello,” 
which in English, translates directly to “have you eaten rice yet?”  
 
82 
“Not yet,” I say. But she has already grabbed a floral plate and heaped it high with rice 
and curry. 
Mae Thao sets the plate down in front of me and nods to a pink, plastic half-domed 
basket that covers left-overs from the day before. “Omelet and vegetables under there.”  
I bow my head and say thank you, always erring on the side of over-politeness with my aunts, 
never sure what level of respect is expected from me as I grow. Mae Thao laughs and hands me 
chopsticks and a Chinese soup spoon also patterned floral, to match the plate. She returns to her 
place over the pot, sniffing and tasting, hands running again, as she perfects the curry following 
the recipes of experience and intuition.  
 Soon the day wakes and ages, revolving around the dining table – that boundless 
patchwork of brimming bowls and piled-up platters. My aunts concentrate around the kitchen 
and my uncles come through in waves. I see far less of them, and I often forget their names. 
They nod and I bow as they walk past, lower my head so that it does not stand above theirs.  
 “Do not shrink,” my mother reminds me. But shrinking is the custom here. Shrinking is 
what I learned from the dresses and pants they give to me – dresses and pants that I know will 
not fit. Shrinking is what I learned from observing how to keep silent the words on my lips.  
 “We respect what is done, not what is said,” my father tells me. But he talks so much.  
All day, my uncles sit by the pond, beers on ice in hand, soft-pack cigarettes dangling 
half-heartedly between teeth, fishing poles outstretched over water.  
 My cousin Ako and I hover about the kitchen, not particularly helpful, but in our place. 
My aunts bustle like bees, from stove to garden to fridge to sink. I doubt my uncles would starve 
without them, but they might.  
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 Don’t misunderstand. This family is run by strong women. What I want you to see is that 
strength is contextual. And in my family, women’s strength is a quiet thing. It is being the first 
awake. It is making jokes amidst heartache. It is knowing all the grandchildren’s names and 
their favorite meals. It is commanding a space with a spatula, a wok, fish sauce, and garlic. It is 
looking beautiful while holding ugly secrets. It is handing over more than what was held to begin 
with. It is carrying knowledge that will never be written down, only passed from fingertips to 
eyes to nostrils to heart memory. What I want you to see is that the house of this family was built 
on our quietness. That the words which matter most are the ones spoken by hands grinding curry 
paste and folding bowls out of banana leaves. And that my uncles know this. I know this. What I 
want you to see is that this family is a web. And my aunts are the spiders, weaving and watching 
the webs expand as their bodies shrivel. But I wonder, how can a house stand if the foundation is 
taught to grow inward?  
 I want to tell my aunts and my cousins to grow out, that their forms of knowledge are 
valuable. That they deserve to put their stories and their feelings before the daily pot of curry 
and body-shaming jokes. I want to share out-loud excerpts from the ecofeminist literature I’ve 
been reading as we drive across my heritage land – because is it not most relevant to them? But 
there is no place for that, no language I could use to be heard without disrespect shrouding my 
words, no way to express my ideas so that they might fit into their worldview. And perhaps it is 
simply not my place.  
I wrangle with the dualism that I am – the brambles of my own cultural identity breaking 
through the brick walls of my academic, Westernized upbringing. I think of the many women in 
me – weathered palms cooking, rapid fingers typing, ink-stained nails painting. I imagine trying 
to share those theories of ecofeminism with my aunts and cousins – and fall wildly short. These 
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are concepts that I cannot fully explain to the women in my Thai family – as much as their 
experiences are not ones that they can fully explain to me. The tension between where I am and 
where I come from is taught, pulled by what feels like the edges of two seas.  
*** 
Though I was taught and learned to adapt to many of the cultural customs of my Thai 
heritage, I grew up in Western society, with a Western education and the conditioning of 
Western norms. The social dynamics of these two cultures vary dramatically in many ways, and 
navigating these differences has been both a challenge and a valuable experience to me. The 
issues that I find in my Thai family regarding gender roles, racial dynamics, and relationship 
with and treatment of the natural world have grown increasingly apparent as I’ve adopted and 
come to stand behind the ideals and perspectives of my liberal, academic, Western environment. 
I witness my cousins moving away from the rural, earth knowledge held by our elders, the body 
image standards that lead to the use of bleaching skin products and disordered eating (for which 
there is no language in Thai), the muting of emotions and passions to meet cultural expectations. 
I witness, and I struggle – wanting to speak out, but knowing that to be heard, I must conform to 
a degree.  
Confronting these dynamics requires bridging – a consideration of communication, of 
diverse experiences and values. With storytelling, with creative languages, with empathy and 
willingness to listen, perhaps such bridges may be built. I believe that there are times when space 
for compromise is limited, but productive dialogue cannot occur if one or both sides are not 
sincerely listening to the other. Giving attention to different experiences and perspectives is not 
standing down, it is a recognition of the true diversity amongst all beings woven into the tapestry 
of life. Such attention provides the opportunity to consider effective forms of communication in 
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the relative context. It asks of one, what am I really trying to say? And how am I going to say it? 
This chapter explores ways that the creative languages of art and farming offer tools and 
approaches to confronting social dynamics and deconstructing dualisms. I also connect concepts 
and values of ecofeminism to these strategies, and examine how ecofeminist theory contributes 
to these efforts.  
As a society, particularly Western society, we have developed and normalized a 
worldview that is fragmented, based on the foundational dualism of man versus other. Gaard 
(1997) explains, “value dualisms are ways of conceptually organizing the world in binary, 
disjunctive terms, wherein each side of the dualism is seen as exclusive and oppositional, and 
where higher superiority is attributed to one disjunct than the other” (p. 138). This view, “which 
puts man above woman is a work of patriarchal politics to affirm that masculinity is the 
dominant principle of the natural order” (Nadar and Kangwa 2014:284). It rejects the image of a 
holistic, interconnected web, because this image exposes the truth that the systems of the 
dualistic hierarchy structuring our societies are nothing more than human constructs. Our 
fragmented worldview allows for a false sense of power, held and perpetuated largely by the 
white male. As Shiva (1988) articulates, this worldview has led to “a new death-based 
knowledge and development system, which puts violent modern man at war with the web of life 
in order to make profits and gain control over nature and the economy” (p. 158). The dualisms 
governing our society are necessary in retaining this sense of control and in justifying numerous 
forms of violence and oppression towards human and non-human beings, including racism, 
classism, sexism, and naturism, which have been manifested through colonization, deforestation, 
slavery, poverty, food deserts, environmental “sacrifice zones,” destruction of biodiversity 
through industrialization and corporate agriculture, and rape (of land and human body). Such 
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acts are defined by that dualistic ideology of “over and against the other – culture over and 
against nature, masculine over and against feminine, reason over and against the erotic” (Gaard 
1997:148). 
The work of deconstructing dualisms begins with the identification and 
acknowledgement of the dualisms which exist and are practiced in our individual lives. In my 
own story, the classic dualisms of masculine/feminine, nature/culture, civilized/erotic, 
reason/emotion, academic knowledge/traditional knowledge, and white/non-white are 
particularly present. I witness, and certainly contribute to, the continual perpetuation and 
reconstruction of these dualisms that are so hammered into the structures of our societies and 
relationships. Many of these dualisms find roots in the “construction of the dominant human 
male as a self fundamentally defined by its property of reason, and the construction of reason as 
definitionally opposed to nature and all that is associated with nature, including women, the 
body, emotions, and reproduction” (Merchant 1990:104).  
Social dualisms permeate all aspects of our society and are as pronounced in the realms 
of agriculture and art as they are elsewhere. On gender dualisms, Robins (1998) writes, 
“throughout history women have been forced down the scale of hierarchies and placed on the 
passive side of culturally imposed binary oppositions; nature/culture, active/passive, 
artist/model” (p. 8) She elaborates on dualistic issues in the artistic world: “The division between 
‘male’ and ‘female’ art and between ‘high’ and ‘low’ art forms part of the same set of binary 
oppositions which links men with fine arts of painting and sculpture (the viewing arts) and 
women with craft and folk art (the doing arts)” (Robins 1998:8). Historically, high art has been 
defined by the male gaze, characterized by the gendered roles of women as the subject of art, and 
man as the creator of art. However, these dualisms have been challenged by the expanding field 
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of feminist art, which grew out of the women’s movement and collectively works to cross the 
historically impenetrable borders, facilitate dialogue, and explode existing canons (Robins 
1998:2). As Bartra (2003) writes:  
The silence surrounding the body can be filled by woman artists and their bodies. 
These women are helping to heal the wounds opened up by the dissecting gaze of 
patriarchy. Accepting the status quo means giving the wound permission to fester 
and turn bad. Challenging images of women’s bodies enables the wound to heal 
and facilitates a “re-covery” of the active, creative, gendered body. (p. 225) 
 
Indeed, throughout human culture, art, music, film, and ceremony have served as 
representations of social movements and revolutions. Often times, these artistic representations 
become associated with radical moments of change in history. Whether it be in the Black 
nationalist poetry and music created by Civil Rights activists during the Black Arts Movement, 
or the symbolic politics and murals of the Chicano Art Movement, the arts offer powerful 
emotional expressions of beliefs that can transcend the status quo and ignite change (Selz 
2005:171). Regarding ecofeminism’s task of deconstructing dualisms, these various art forms 
provide a means of communicating, exchanging, and sharing knowledge and beliefs that have the 
ability to facilitate the dialogue on social change. These creative languages have the potential to 
alter the way we see and understand the dualistic structures of our societies. As Orenstein (1990) 
claims, “artists as visionaries are valued as important creators in the process of change... their 
narratives involve the imagining of solutions, some of which lead us beyond the impasse of the 
dualism of culture versus nature” (p. 287).  
Similarly, in agriculture, the dualisms of masculine/feminine, man/other, nature/culture, 
reason/intuition, and academic knowledge/traditional knowledge are ever present. The growth of 
industrialized, corporate agriculture is based on those same dualisms that serve as the scaffolding 
for the structural violence built into our society, and that allow for the same one-way relationship 
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with the land and earth’s resources that has led humans into an ecological crisis. These dualisms 
are also at the root of women’s marginalization in today’s dominant agricultural systems, having 
displaced and discounted, “women’s knowledge and work, skills, productivity, and creativity 
related to food” (Shiva 2009:18). Modern globalized agriculture is yet another example of a 
dualistic, “masculine, and white moral project” that perpetuates discrimination and contributes to 
the ongoing assault of the land (Sumner and Llewelyn 2011:102).  
As explored in Chapters I and II however, practices in alternative and sustainable 
agriculture offer a path away from the dominating and denigrating systems of corporate 
agriculture using the tools of rural knowledge-sharing through eco-storytelling, public 
engagement through community-based agriculture, and restored relationship with the land 
through an increased sense of place and identity. In “Organic Solutions? Gender and Organic 
Farming in the Age of Industrial Agriculture,” Sumner and Llewelyn (2011) offer their vision of 
an alternative agriculture in which farmers, “operate in conjunction with, rather in domination 
over, nature, valuing diversity of plants, animals, and environments AND include equitable 
gender relations” (p. 116). These are the paths that may lead towards the bridging of those 
dualisms reinforced by, and reinforcing, the corporate agricultural regime.  
To a degree, we have all internalized social dualisms whether or not we agree with them. 
But the ongoing perpetuation and dependence on these dualisms prevents us from a true 
understanding of the world and our relationship to the greater earth community. We are addicted 
to a deep lie – a lie which has torn holes in the tapestry of life, and is destroying us. Unlearning 
and bridging these dualisms therefore stand as essential tasks in restoring the health of this 
tapestry. With a focus on how our fragmented worldview has led to the connected abuse of 
nature, women, and numerous marginalized communities (human and non-human), ecofeminism 
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confronts these tasks. As King (1990) fiercely claims, “it is the moment where women recognize 
ourselves as agents of history... and knowingly bridge the classic dualisms between spirit and 
matter, art and politics, reason and intuition” (p. 121). 
In my consideration and discussion of ecofeminist theory as an academic, a researcher, a 
storyteller, and an artist, it is critical to be aware of and acknowledge my own position, the 
influence of my beliefs and opinions, my privilege and my judgements. Without this reflexivity, 
I, and others engaged in ecofeminist dialogue, risk falling into the pattern of white cultural 
feminism, the issue with which is that, “in celebrating the commonalities of women and 
emphasizing the ways in which women are universal victims of male oppression, they have 
inadequately addressed the real diversity of women’s lives and histories across race, class, and 
national boundaries” (King 1990:111). Such essentialism becomes hypocritical to the primary 
values of ecofeminist theory by further propagating the very dualisms it rejects. Viewing the 
experiences and similarities of women and nature under one umbrella, this generalized 
understanding reinforces the hard distinctions between the oppressor (masculine, white, 
educated, rich, civilized) and the oppressed (feminine, non-white, rural knowledge, poor, 
nature/wild) who then are grouped as the marginalized “other.” On the surface, recognition of 
differences may seem to feed into a worldview of dualisms. However, respect for varied 
experiences, thoughts, and knowledge-types is vital to a genuinely anti-dualistic way of being 
and thinking. Such recognition supports the development of an intersectional ecofeminism, the 
concepts of which address a multitude of binaries and their resulting violences, with the 
understanding that dualisms feed off of each other, growing from the same roots of a control-
seeking logic of domination. Intersectional ecofeminism confronts this harmful growth of 
dualisms by articulating “a view of relationship that is not dualistic,” and drawing upon the web 
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imagery which, “does not imply a lack of differences or diversity but rather implies that 
differences are integrally connected” (Bullis 1996:126).  
As creative and emotional practices, both artistic and sustainable growing processes 
provide experiences that illuminate and support the understanding of the world as an 
interconnected, interdependent tapestry of life. Such a vision is an integral piece in the work of 
deconstructing social dualisms. It is necessary in learning to think of “interlocking matrixes of 
relationships,” and thus ceasing “to view the world around us in terms of duality and/or opposing 
pairs” (Gluck and Patai 1991:56). Beyond this shift from fragmented worldview to holistic 
worldview, the arts and sustainable agriculture serve as creative languages in communicating and 
demonstrating the rejection of dualistic constructs. Within their respective fields, there is already 
incredible work being done to challenge social dynamics and dualisms, such as 
masculine/feminine and nature/culture. 
This chapter tells the stories of three women who are doing such work as both artists and 
growers. Specifically, their experiences share how they use their practices to address and 
confront racial injustices in the prison-industrial complex using collaborative and community-
engaged art as activism; conventional gender roles and natural resource abuse in industrial 
agricultural; and class dynamics, ethnic stereotypes, and gender discrimination in both 
agricultural and art spheres through the redefinition of abandoned public spaces. 
*** 
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Mary Okoth: When Plants Meet Prisons 
Mary Okoth’s voice is the kind that wraps around you, and even a thousand miles away, I 
feel as though I am sitting with her in the garden, fingers running together through soil as she 
speaks about her relationship with art-making and growing. “It’s the texture, it’s everything – the 
same feeling in a therapeutic way. Art could be the way I was studying academically, but can 
also be therapy – and that has been picked back up again in this earthy space,” describes Mary, a 
visual artist, prison abolitionist, and farmer living in New Orleans. The connections of healing 
that she has discovered between art and farming are seen throughout Mary’s work, which 
focuses on the social justice issues of prison abolition and criminal justice. With a background in 
Studio Art from Oberlin College, Mary has used art as a language through which she explores 
her own ancestry and the heritage trauma that exists there. Recently however, she has taken 
space from her art practice, explaining that, “the last body of work I made was so emotionally 
draining that it kind of got to a point where I was pushing boundaries, collaborating with family 
members to dig into this historical trauma, and it kind of got to a point where I needed to step 
away for a little.”  
Mary formed a partnership with jackie summell, an artist, professor, and fellow prison 
abolitionist. Together, the two designed the vision for Solitary Gardens, a human-rights art and 
farming project that would serve as a commentary on and confrontation with the social and racial 
injustices perpetuated by the prison-industrial complex and solitary confinement. Through this 
project, Mary began to discover similarities between growing and creative practices. She shares 
with me how, “farming and gardening has been a way for me to repeat – like when I’m out in the 
dirt being mindful, it makes me feel the same exact way [as when making art].” As Mary’s story 
portrays, farming offered a path to re-explore her own history and re-engage with her creative 
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languages, as well as a means of extending this confrontation to larger social justice issues. It is 
an inspiring example of how art and farming can be merged to serve not only as powerful tools 
in addressing social dynamics and deconstructing oppressive dualisms, but also in cultivating 
creative and compassionate conversations regarding these daunting tasks. 
 In 2016, Mary moved to New Orleans to bring Solitary Gardens to life. Mary and jackie 
planned to build Solitary Gardens in the Lower 9th Ward of New Orleans. This area of the city 
was hit particularly hard by hurricane Katrina, leaving behind a patchwork of abandoned lots. 
Not surprisingly, they soon encountered struggles that stemmed from the same racial dynamics 
and oppression that they sought to combat. As Mary describes, “there are (now) farms popping 
up everywhere,” but the “start-up, business-y, urban garden scene is super white male 
dominated... There are so many black farmers in New Orleans who are not getting business they 
should be getting because there are these like, cool, hip farms.” Her frustrations in the process of 
developing Solitary Gardens also extends to gender dualisms and stereotypes. Mary expresses 
these frustrations, sharing that, “there were a bunch of dudes just explaining to me – 
mansplaining to me – what I should be doing and thinking and what directions I could take this 
project.” Thus, simply by being two black, women farmers and artists working to bring their 
vision to fruition on their own, Mary and jackie initiated the project’s impact of challenging 
social dualisms of white/non-white and masculine/feminine. On her own confrontation of such 
oppressive systems, Mary fiercely states, “I’m so used to sitting back and letting these people 
share their full point – I am really done being in spaces of healing where they [white men] are 
still telling me what I should be doing.” Carrying this fire and drive, Mary and jackie 
successfully brought their project to life, and since its inception, Solitary Gardens has grown into 
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a wildly powerful example of how the creative languages of art and farming may be used to 
confront social injustices and dismantle dualistic hierarchies.  
In its full realization, Solitary Gardens functions as a social sculpture and collaborative 
project that turns solitary confinement cells into garden beds (About the Project 2017). 
Emphasizing creative expression, community empowerment, and food security, the project 
works to address the inhumane conditions of solitary confinement and to cultivate the 
“conversations surrounding prison abolition and radicalized capitalism which are required in 
order to facilitate authentic possibilities for a non-racist, non-exploitative, non-hierarchical 
democratic order” (About the Project 2017). Through community engagement and the 
development of relationships with prisoners who “garden” the beds through written exchange, 
Mary and jackie seek to inspire the empathy and compassion necessary to dismantle those 
violent systems of punishment and control. Emphasizing farming and permaculture that uses 
materials constructed from the byproducts of sugarcane, tobacco and indigo – the largest slave 
crops – this project acknowledges longstanding issues of racism and the ways in which 
reclaiming farming practices can begin to heal land and heritage trauma. Central to this project is 
the understanding that the hierarchal dualisms of white/non-white and man/other, which led to 
the manifestation of slavery, are still most alive – that slavery has not in fact ended, only 
evolved. With the installment of actual prison cells, Solitary Gardens confronts slavery’s 
evolution into modern racial criminal injustice, shedding light on the fact that “prisons in the 
United States are filled with people of color duly convicted of crime at a rate almost eight times 
higher than whites” (About the Project 2017). This artistic component of the garden spaces offers 
a powerful visual depiction of the transformation of oppressive and inhumane treatment under 
the care, tending, and support of a community engaged with social and environmental justice 
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practices. The gardens thus work as both a symbol of dismantling dualistic social injustices and 
as a practical, regenerative opportunity for community members to grow their own food and 
engage in environmental and social justice conversations.  
As a project, Solitary Gardens continues to grow. There are now ten garden sites across 
five states, including Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, New York, Texas, and Louisiana. Solitary 
Gardens has also developed a number of new programs such as Flowers for Incarcerated 
Mothers, the Prisoner’s Apothecary, and a plant-based Anti-Oppression Curriculum, all of which 
advance Mary and jackie’s efforts to dismantle the violent systems of a dominating, dualistic 
hierarchy by offering opportunities and materials for compassionate and creative 
communication. In our conversation, Mary expands on the Anti-Oppression Curriculum 
program, explaining to me how and why it explores different themes of oppression through 
plants. “So say you’re at a restaurant or a bar, and you overhear someone next to you saying 
racist shit. It can be hard to be like – hey, let’s have a conversation about this,” she begins. She 
describes the small packets of information they have created, each containing information on 
various themes of oppression and strategies for talking about them. Each theme is based on the 
story that a specific plant tells. Mary offers the examples of, “discussing slavery’s evolution into 
mass incarceration with the story of okra and what can fennel teach us about exclusion?” These 
packets are designed to fit into a bag or back pocket, to be carried around as an available 
resource for creative communication. On the front of each packet is a delicately drawn image of 
the plant whose story is being used to addressed the relative themes of oppression. The drawings 
are the work of Mary’s own artistic hand. Thus through this branch of Solitary Gardens, Mary 
has found an additional way to return to, and use her art practices as a tool in confronting the 
social injustices of racial oppression. Regarding this Anti-Oppression Curriculum, Mary 
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concludes in beautiful reflection. “I consider myself to be constantly learning about plants and all 
these things remind me that you’re never going to be the perfect, politically correct, decolonized 
person. It’s going to be a constant process throughout your life and I think plants have really 
shown me that and I’m so grateful.” 
 During the development of Solitary Gardens, Mary entered Tulane’s Graduate School of 
Social Work. Though her earth work with Solitary Gardens was initially influenced by her 
passions as a prison abolitionist, artist, and social justice activist, Mary came to learn that her 
gravitation towards farming might actually be an ancestral calling – an inevitable and undeniable 
language held in her hands by the generations before her. She shares the inspiring story of 
learning about her own history and the legacy of women farmers in her family. “We had to do 
this assignment in one of my graduate classes about family therapy, and a tool that will 
sometimes be used in therapy is a genogram, where you basically make a visual map – it’s like a 
family tree with more symbolism.” Mary cautiously reached out to her father, explaining to me 
that, “my dad’s side of the family doesn’t really talk about family history a lot because I think 
it’s super traumatic. A lot of people were lost, and so I don’t often hear stories about my 
ancestors.” She goes on: “I was asking my dad – like I know this may be triggering for you and 
if you want to stop at any point, let me know – but we went back three generations.” Mary knew 
that her mother’s mother was a farmer, but through the recovery of her heritage story in 
conversations with her father, she discovered pieces she didn’t know. “My grandma’s mom and 
her mom before that – it goes back four generations of women farmers who were in charge of the 
family farm and were also herbalists.” At this point, Mary tells me she was “totally freaked out,” 
because this aligned so closely with her own increasing interest and engagement with herbalism 
as activism. Throughout Mary’s storytelling – and in conjunction with Solitary Gardens’ work – 
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I find myself connecting her narrative to Melanie Harris’s (2017) concept of ecowomanism 
which “draws parallels between the way that enslaved African women’s bodies were violated, 
raped, and abused by white oppressors functioning according to a logic of domination, and the 
way the body of the earth feminine has been abused at the hands of its abusers” (p. 18). 
Particularly relevant are ecowomanism’s central concepts of eco-history and eco-storytelling, as 
well as bell hook’s (1996) declaration that “collective black self-recovery takes place when we 
begin to renew our relationship to the Earth, when we remember the way of our ancestors” (p. 
368). I am struck by the way the threads in the tapestry of life can lead us back to ourselves, back 
to healing, if we only let them – such as I believe Mary did. 
 Hearing the stories of her ancestors, Mary learned that her heritage trauma is deeply tied 
to her ancestral land and plants that grew there. Her father’s family is native to Uganda, which 
was first colonized by the British in the late 1800s. Mary shares with me what her father shared 
with her – that the women in her family continued to carry on their tradition of herbalism despite 
the white colonizer’s rejection of their traditional knowledge. Mary took this discovered eco-
story as a sign, a call to celebrate and reclaim the heritage knowledge of her herbalist ancestors. 
Through her artistic and agricultural work, Mary heeds this call and follows one of 
ecowomanism’s essential steps – the honoring of experience. Harris (2017) writes, “honoring 
experience dismantles both systems of oppression by exposing the terrorist patterns of white 
supremacy and simultaneously promotes ecowomanist ways of being... that resist the 
exploitation of women, peoples of color, and the earth” (p. 27). This work therefore contributes 
to Mary’s efforts in battling the social injustices that she and jackie confront with Solitary 
Gardens.  
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Mary speaks in greater detail of her grandmother’s experience with land trauma. She 
elaborates on her grandmother’s forced displacement; “she was exiled to the US during the 
dictatorship and lost her entire farm, which was years of her livelihood.” Despite this violent 
ripping off the land, “she came back, and within two months, had her farm back – had her 
business back – after being in the States for a few years and coming back to nothing. She just 
fucking got in the ground, and brought it back.” Mary shares this with me proudly, and as she 
does I hear the same strength in her words. Though Mary has never stepped foot on the soil of 
her ancestors, her initiative to move to the American south – land which holds insurmountable 
black heritage trauma – and confront social and racial injustices with creative determination, is a 
testament to her own fire and strength. I imagine it is akin to that of her grandmother’s.  
Mary Okoth earned her master’s degree from Tulane’s School of Social Work in 2018. She now 
works in New Orleans as an elementary and middle school counselor, and is currently dreaming 
up a new garden for the school. 
*** 
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          Mary Okoth 
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Marguerite Gilbertson: Women in the Workshop 
“I want to see more women in leadership roles, running and managing farms... being able 
to make those decisions. That’s definitely influenced what I’m trying to say with my work – 
trying to either work with more female farmers or trying to get that message out there,” 
Marguerite Gilbertson passionately explains. “That has definitely always been a part of my art.” 
Marguerite is a sculptor who has worked in a variety of agricultural settings. Her exposure to 
farming began at an early age, having been raised on her parents’ cash crop farm in Wisconsin. 
The conventional agriculture practices and the gender dynamics that Marguerite observed 
growing up have come to shape her own values and inform much of her work as both an artist 
and farmer. Marguerite’s story explores the themes of gender roles and stereotypes, and the 
linear production of waste in the worlds of both agriculture and art. Her work directly confronts 
these issues, offering commentary through visual pieces focused on materiality, as well as the 
curation of community engaged spaces geared towards women’s empowerment in art and 
farming. She is one of the many women artists and farmers now redefining the female body, and 
rewriting “social texts by changing what it means to be a woman through the public 
representations of the farming body” (Trauger 2004:301). Marguerite’s narrative gives evidence 
to the power of creative languages in provoking consideration of environmentally-degrading 
systems of production, and facilitating spaces and dialogue that work to deconstruct 
masculine/feminine and man/other dualisms.  
 Marguerite’s story began amongst fields of corn and soybean. Her rural upbringing 
instilled in her a strong attachment to, and care for the natural environment, and Marguerite 
maintains that she has great respect for the farm work that her parents practice. She expresses, 
“I’m trying to figure out a way to describe my feeling and attachment to the land. I can’t really... 
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No matter what I’m doing, whether it’s planting or working the soil... it’s kind of this stillness. 
I’m taking in everything around me – the sights, the smells, the sounds.” However, she also tells 
me that, “there are a lot of experiences I had growing up that were frustrating – some methods 
that my dad chooses to farm the land that I don’t always agree with... and my parents conform to 
very stereotypical gender roles.” Elaborating on the “feminine” roles she observed, Marguerite 
describes that, “my mom is very much the caretaker – she always took care of the kids. She had 
her role inside of the house, cooking and cleaning, and that was her job.” In comparison to the 
“masculine” roles she witnessed, she speaks of her father, saying, “he was the guy in charge. He 
was always running the equipment and farming the land.” These gender dynamics were mirrored 
throughout her family’s community of farmers, lending to the reproduction of those 
masculine/feminine based dualisms. Marguerite also expresses her frustrations with the politics 
and methods of industrial agriculture, sharing the perspective of Sumner and Llewlyn (2011) 
who stress that “the development of industrial agriculture has not only separated many farmers 
from their land and undermined many rural communities, it has also marginalized women from 
the agricultural process” (p. 102). We talk about the structural violence of the technology 
treadmill, the economic struggle for conventional family farms under the corporate agricultural 
regime, and the ecologically damaging farming tactics used in response to financial hardship. 
Marguerite offers experienced examples of this, explaining how: 
Farmers push to have more and more yields to try to make up for low prices of 
corn, and then start to take desperate measures – not rotating crops anymore, 
adding chemicals to the ground, adding city sewage... I’ve seen land with city 
sewage all over it, and there’s plastic products that get flushed down the toilet and 
end up in the soil.  
 
Marguerite’s concerns are for the farmers as much as they are for the health of the land, both of 
which, in her experience, are victims of corporate agriculture’s abusive systems. She laments, 
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“my parents are in such an incredible amount of debt because of trying to keep up with crop 
prices. They’ve put in irrigation systems that continue to drain the water resources that we have, 
but it doesn’t help them make the money that they need to continue doing what they love.” 
Marguerite’s drive to work against those hierarchal and dominating structures was ignited by 
these experiences as an intimate witness to the harm of conventional agriculture upon the earth 
communities and the human communities that she loves. Utilizing visual arts as a primary tool, 
Marguerite’s work specifically addresses the issues of masculine mechanization in constructed 
gender roles, and the production of waste in conventional farm settings. As she states, “I want to 
see changes in these things... I don’t have a lot of say in how my parents manage their farm, but I 
hope that through my work, that’s something that maybe I can get through to other farmers.”  
Marguerite left the family farm to study Art Education at the University of Wisconsin-
Eau Claire. In the development of her undergraduate work, Marguerite began to bring together 
her passions for art and farming – passions that she has always felt were connected. She 
describes, “I feel something – participating and working on farms that is this similar energy I feel 
when I’m making my work and it’s kind of alive. And in both cases... I just feel a lot.” Carrying 
this creative energy, Marguerite found her niche in sculpture, which proved a powerful medium 
for the exploration of her background in conventional agriculture. As she stated in an interview 
for UWEC, “I want to use my ability as an artist to create pieces that have meaning to others and 
signify the connection I have to the farm” (Art and Agriculture 2015).  
Marguerite’s work at UWEC focused on the issue of agricultural waste through the 
utilization of found and discarded materials. She describes, “I used to make a lot of work using 
recycled metal and other items I could gather. That was a huge thing... just all the waste that can 
happen on farms and there’s no real outlet for it. So I was using anything I could recycle.” With 
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materials such as old fence posts and tractor parts, Marguerite created sculptures that illustrated 
both her love for, and frustrations with, farming and her family. In the evolution of her creative 
expressions, Marguerite produced pieces that functioned as commentary on the detrimental 
systems of industrial agriculture. She offers an example of such a piece, explaining that she 
began, “creating things about corn, and the pricing of corn. I cast corn in high fructose corn 
syrup to comment on the fact that all this corn we’re harvesting is really just for fructose corn 
syrup, ethanol, and feed for cattle. It’s not even for people to eat.”  
The sculptural work that Marguerite produced throughout her undergraduate career, 
particularly that involving metals, required the use of tools such as welding equipment, 
woodshop machines, 3-D printers, and CNC (computer numerical control) machines. Even in the 
spaces of academic art, Marguerite tells me that she “was butting up against a lot of men who 
had issues with me even using 3-D printers or CNCs, because for whatever reason they had this 
sense of ownership over it.” These experiences in the studio directly related to Marguerite’s 
experiences with the gendered agriculture she witnessed growing up on her family farm. As she 
shared earlier in our conversation, her father was the family member who operated the farm’s 
machinery. And in conventional agriculture, this is indeed the norm. Amy Trauger (2004) 
discusses gendered mechanization in her article, “Because They Can Do the Work,” arguing that, 
“agricultural technologies [are] designed by and for men, with masculine language and 
symbolism” (p. 290). Because conventional, industrialized agriculture depends so heavily on 
these technologies, men become the holders of “valued knowledge,” and thus reinforce male 
domination of agricultural environments. Trauger (2004) continues, “limiting women’s access to 
space denies women’s knowledge and affirms gender stereotypes that only men can be farmers” 
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(p. 296). Marguerite’s personal observation of this manifestation of sexism in both the farming 
and art worlds fueled the next stage of her development as an artist.  
After receiving her bachelor’s degree, Marguerite was accepted into Washington State 
University’s Sculpture Program. Similar to the artwork she produced at UWEC, Marguerite took 
the frustrations she experienced in social and environmental dynamics, and turned them into 
inspiration for her creative practices as a graduate student. In her Master’s program, she shifted 
her focus to the gender stereotypes she had observed growing up, and the sexism that she has 
been subject to in various farm and art settings. Regarding this discrimination, she shares: 
I’ve noticed with some of the men I’ve worked for – they generally only like 
other men using their equipment and tools... I mean I’ve even come up against it 
on some of the farms I’ve worked for, where they don’t think I’m capable of 
running a weed whacker. I mean, what? I still don’t understand how that’s a 
thing... And so that was an issue for me. So I really took it upon myself to work 
with welding, working in a woodshop. 
 
True to her word, Marguerite took it upon herself to confront these injustices against women 
during her time at Washington State University. As a master’s student, Marguerite taught a 
number of introductory undergraduate art courses, during which she used her position of 
authority to empower her female students. “In my classes, I tried focusing on teaching women 
about how to use certain tools – not even necessarily to make an art project, but to build on their 
confidence to use a welder or something in the workshop.” In her own work, Marguerite 
confronted the social invisibility of women by addressing the fact that very few monuments are 
dedicated to women. She describes that, “in my thesis... I was really advocating for women... 
thinking about the conversation that’s happening with monuments today... and my whole paper 
was about how we procreate the vision of what that looks like.” 
Moving forward from her academic career, Marguerite continues to explore the social 
dynamics addressed in both her graduate and undergraduate work, and has expanded to the 
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greater question of how to get others engaged in confrontation against these issues. Marguerite 
currently works on a small 10-acre organic produce farm in Pullman, Washington. The farm is 
run by a woman, who is conscious of their waste production and their impact on the land in ways 
that Marguerite’s family farm was not. Marguerite describes this farmer, telling me that, “she’s 
really great about rotating her crops and caring about the soil and thinking about making just 
enough to provide for herself and the people she’s selling to.” This experience has served as 
great inspiration for Marguerite, who continues, “I love seeing her as this strong, independent 
woman running it all on her own. That’s something I’d like to see a lot more in agriculture.”  
Consistent with her driven nature to fiercely approach these issues and use her skills to 
fight for what she believes in, Marguerite shares her plans to organize workshops for women that 
are oriented towards teaching the use of tools and machinery stereotypically operated by men. 
“I’m trying to get more involved in either programs or talking to other women about their roles 
running farms.” Through her engagement with sustainable farming, Marguerite bridges her work 
on dismantling gender stereotypes with her work on agricultural waste management. She 
recognizes the connection between various environmental and social justice concerns – a 
recognition which reflects the ideologies of ecofeminism as explored through this collection of 
stories.  
For Marguerite, the primary task is developing ways to facilitate conversations regarding 
gender dynamics, waste, and sustainable farming. She offers, “I think the place to start is in your 
community, and first finding ways to group together with other people that care about similar 
things as you and trying to implement something in that community... And maybe that, you 
know, can start reaching out to bigger cities, and bigger places.” Elaborating on her own practice 
in this process, she says, “I think that for me, I can make a difference... by helping a local farmer 
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with bringing his produce into town or just talking to other members of the local farmer’s market 
about what kind of farming we do and why it’s important... it’s just one small way of trying to 
get out these messages that I feel about sustainable agriculture and recycling.” With this 
sentiment, as is true with her narrative as a whole, Marguerite exhibits the power of personal 
ambition in confronting the injustices and frustrations present in each of our own stories. 
Marguerite has done what many of the women I spoke with have done. She has translated her 
emotions and passions into creative languages, which she uses to produce work that not only 
communicates her values for healing earth and human community relationships, but also actively 
combats those hierarchal and dualistic systems that have led to the illnesses of this world. As our 
conversation comes to a close, Marguerite beautifully and humbly concludes:  
So that’s all kind of getting at the heart of what I care about when it comes to 
farming, and I eventually hope that someday I can work towards having my own 
farm – but that’s in the future, and for now I feel it’s great to just support people 
locally, around me, and draw from those experiences. Then to create my artwork 
as a way of getting these messages out, and finding places that maybe other 
people can heal. 
 
Marguerite Gilbertson currently lives in Montgomery, Alabama, where she serves as the Visiting 
Lecturer of Sculpture and Spatial Studies at Auburn University. She incorporates wood working, 
metal shop, 3-D printing, and casting skills into her courses. In her personal art practices, 
Marguerite continues to create sculptural and performative work that explores the gender 
stereotypes she experienced growing up.  
*** 
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       Marguerite Gilbertson 
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Toni Ortega: The Overlooked 
“I was in my early 30s – and three men, back to back, all over the age of 55 – came up to 
me and flirted with me, kissed me on my cheek and brought me alcohol. Not because I asked. All 
I said was – hi, how are you? It’s nice to see you, and they all thought that was an open 
invitation,” recounts Toni Ortega, an urban farmer with a background in printmaking. She 
continues, “I was, in this community, the wild card brown person farming. Young, female, 
attractive relatively, educated – and farming. And my business partner, she would laugh and say 
like – how come I don’t get all of that? And I was like – ‘cuz you’re a white woman.” This 
occurrence, which took place at a farmer’s dinner in Reno, Nevada, is one of many examples of 
the hierarchical gender and racial dynamics Toni has had to navigate in her experiences both as a 
farmer and as an artist. Her story is one of searching for a sense of belonging amidst the complex 
dynamics and social stereotypes of race, gender, and class. Throughout her narrative, Toni 
portrays the impacts that racism, sexism, and classism have had on shaping her perspectives of 
the art and agriculture worlds. Toni’s artistic and agricultural work addresses these challenges 
through the shared theme of sense of place, which she explores in the marking and revitalization 
of overlooked spaces.  
Toni was raised in California’s Bay Area by her Filipino mother and Hispanic father. She 
describes her childhood experience; “I grew up in a very multi-racial, culturally diverse 
neighborhood, along with my family already being from different parts of the world.” In this 
diverse environment, Toni explains that her mixed-ethnicity was nothing out of the ordinary, and 
she therefore never felt out of place as a child. However, when Toni was 11 years old, her family 
moved to Reno, Nevada – a dramatic shift in cultural climate. Her new neighborhood was 
predominately white, and in this homogenous social setting, Toni felt aware of her brownness for 
 
108 
the first time. Despite this change, she did not identify strongly with her ethnic heritage. As she 
continued to grow up in Reno, Toni shares that, “I always kind of identified as white because I 
am not super wrapped up in either cultural traditions of being Mexican or Filipino... One of my 
friends was like – you’re the whitest brown kid I’ve ever met. And I said – ya I know.”  
Toni maintained this understanding of her identity when she went to college to study 
Studio Art at the University of Reno. There, Toni experienced frustration with the assumption 
that peers and professors made about her personal connection to her heritage, and its influence on 
her work. She provides an example of such a situation, sharing that, “I was the one brown kid 
taking book arts... and there was a Hispanics culture class, and the professor asked me if my art 
was about Chicano culture, or like border crossings, and it was like woah – just because I’m 
brown doesn’t mean that my art’s about that.” Toni upholds this sense of independence and 
individualism from her heritage throughout her narrative, despite the stereotypes continually 
placed on her in both agricultural and art environments. The single significant connection that 
Toni feels towards her cultural background is the same which pulled her into the world of 
agriculture.  
I think that my connection to food and kind of the romance that I feel about food, 
to the point that it drew me into agriculture and actually producing food, 
definitely comes from my ethnic background... I think that it’s inherent to who I 
am. Like my grandfather was a rancher, my grandmother in the Philippines had 
pigs and had mango orchards... so I think that inherently those things are just in 
me. But my art has never been about my brownness. 
 
Towards the beginning of our conversation, Toni expresses that she also doesn’t feel a 
tangible or strong relationship between her art and agricultural practices. She says, “I never had a 
clear line of it... I’m still kind of finding my way through that.” Toni does go on to recognize the 
presence of this connection, particularly in the small scale agricultural which, in her experience, 
is dominated by female farmers. In this sphere, Toni observes that there are also quite a lot of 
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artists. “I feel like those two things are super connected. It’s something that I see and something 
that I feel,” but she maintains, “I just know that for me, they can exist without one or the other, 
but I don’t exactly see why that is.”  
During her storytelling, however, one connection between Toni’s experiences in art and 
agriculture becomes quite apparent. In both worlds, in both communities, Toni has seldom found 
herself a space in which she feels she belongs. She shares that much of this has to do with the 
geography and social dynamics of the places she has practiced art and farming. “I don’t know 
where my place is right now in the world... So I’m kind of in limbo with that.” In the field of art, 
she expresses that, “art, to an extent, makes me feel good... but I don’t think I’ve found quite my 
place in the art world – it fills me up only so much.” In the field of agriculture, she says:  
I think where I currently live...and the physical space where I started doing my 
own farming, which is in Reno – I also don’t fit in with the ag world here. You 
know I’m not a white male rancher, good old boy. I’m also not all like, for lack of 
a better word... “hippy-dippy.”  
 
This statement is a reflection of the stereotypes that Toni has encountered in her experiences as a 
farmer, stereotypes which extend to, and have also impacted her in the world of art. These 
stereotypes and dynamics of race, gender, and class, have contributed to Toni’s struggle of 
knowing her place and developing her identity in her practices.  
After her undergraduate career, Toni followed the pull she felt towards food and 
agriculture. This pull led her back to California, where she went to work on a farm in Sonoma.  
While Toni attributes her engagement with growing to her cultural heritage and “big food 
background...in my family life,” her ethnic identity remains one of the numerous social dynamics 
that have contributed to Toni’s trouble with finding her place in the farming world. “When it 
comes to agriculture, all of a sudden the fact that I’m actually 50 percent Filipino just goes out 
the window. Because you know, in California, all of the sudden, you’re just Mexican.” Yet Toni, 
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identifying as a “brown kid with a white kid inside,” was neither one of the white head-farmers, 
nor one of the Hispanic farmworkers. She shares several experiences in which she was treated 
differently, or mistreated, by those she worked with based on her color and racial background. 
“When I was in Sonoma farming, I did get harassed by my instructor and head-farmer because I 
was brown – a white-brown person – I’m going to call it that, not a brown, ethnic, crossing the 
border kind of farm worker.” At the same time, the community of Hispanic farmworkers could 
not understand Toni’s choice to work in agriculture. “They asked me – why are you doing this? 
And I said that because it’s important work and they were like ya, but you have a college degree, 
you have all these things... why are you doing this?” Toni’s experiences in the agricultural world 
serve as a reflection of the greater racial dynamics and injustices which stem from the 
hierarchical and discriminatory dualisms that structure our society. These structures teach us to 
see different colors and different cultures in particular ways, in order to uphold the dominating 
dualism of white man/other. Indeed, Sumner and Llewlyn (2011) declare “modern globalized 
agriculture as a classed, raced, and gendered project that produces inequality, hunger, and 
environmental degradation” (p. 102). Refusing to conform to these stereotypes has consequently 
placed Toni in a position where she continues to observe how, “it’s basically everybody’s 
opinion of what they think defines me, what they think I define myself as, or something... And so 
it’s always been a struggle to kind of find my place.”  
These sentiments regarding racial and ethnic dynamics and identity intersect with issues 
of gender. Though with some variance in their manifestations and influences on Toni, gender 
dynamics and stereotypes also actively present themselves in both art and agricultural 
communities. Toni compares her personal experiences as a woman in these two circles, 
explaining, “in the art world, I think that I shortchanged myself a lot in trying to get to 
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participate. Where in the ag world it was definitely me just being me and people being like – I’m 
going to try to take advantage of that or feel pity for you. So sexism has definitely been a part of 
both those worlds in a huge way.” Toni elaborates, “I feel like there was some cruelness in my 
agricultural history with sexism, like a man grabbing my breasts and another man giving me a 
nickname like Cha-Cha... where I think that in the art world... that sexism is a lot more buffered 
or it becomes like this piece or performance of some sort. So for the art side of that kind of 
sexism, I feel like there was never any cruelty.” 
Nevertheless, this lack of violent or “cruel” sexism in the realm of art does not discount 
Toni’s challenges in navigating gender dynamics. Toni struggled to find her place in the 
academic art environment, where she felt that her race and gender were pressed upon her as 
elements of her identity that ought to inform her work more that she felt they did. In search for a 
stronger sense of belonging, Toni strayed away from institutional art spaces and became 
interested in the public arts, particularly those of street art and graffiti. Though further from the 
elite and white-male dominated community of “high” arts, the realm of public art that Toni 
entered remained a predominately masculine space.  
Toni describes how the presentation of her gender and sexuality played a significant role 
in her experiences within this particular art community. She shares, “I’ve always been kind of a 
tomboy and most of my friends are males, and I was always the girl that hung out with a group 
of dudes... I also speak pretty frankly... I think I kind of speak like a man sometimes.” She 
explains that this presentation and identification with more “masculine” characteristics gave her 
greater access “into the worlds of graffiti and skateboarding because I wasn’t seen as fem.” A 
significant piece to this is that the production of art in this community often involves the crossing 
and pushing of physical boundaries such as property trespassing and working at night. These 
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situations, ranging from hopping a train to squeezing through tight fences, often felt frightening 
and risky to Toni. Though she chose to, and willingly put herself in such situations, she shares 
that at times, she felt she had to act more “masculine” in order to be a part of that group and 
produce art in the way that she wanted.  
I think that I was an asshole to myself in that I felt like... I had to never say – hey, 
climbing this barbed wire fence is actually really hard for me... or like, I can’t go 
as buck wild as you because going through that alleyway is not safe, can we not 
do that? I’m scared because I’m a woman and my female brain is like, don’t go 
into that dangerous, dark alleyway. 
 
Toni actively challenged the gender stereotypes present in the art world, specifically 
those in the street art community. This confrontation and rejection of the masculine/feminine 
dualism, as manifested in art, allowed Toni to enter and create in spaces not traditionally 
accessible to women. However, doing so came at a price. Toni denied her fear and sacrificed her 
sense of safety, which conversely led to further insecurity regarding her place in the art world. 
Sexism and gender stereotypes have been equally, if not more, present in Toni’s 
experiences in agriculture. Toni expressed that she felt this presence was “crueler.” Our 
following conversation reveals the extent to which this was true. Her story displays the violence 
of sexism that exists in the agricultural world, including but not limited to, sexual harassment 
and discrimination. This violence adds yet another layer to the obstacles Toni faces in 
establishing a sense of belonging and safety in the farming world. She shares a situation 
involving her first farming mentor. 
 I was sexually harassed. Like, he grabbed my breast on my graduation, drunkenly, 
and told me that I beautiful. And it was heartbreaking to me because I wanted to 
stay on his farm and I wanted to keep learning from him and he had lots of good 
knowledge to give and he was a good teacher. But then he pulled that maneuver 
and I had to leave, because I was like, as a human – fuck the fact, female – as a 
human, I would never let anybody treat me that poorly, period. So it was like, I 
can’t do this to myself. Even if it never happens again, it is not appropriate for me 
to stay in this kind of space. 
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This act of assault and disrespect serves as an all too common example of how the hierarchal 
social structures, which place white man above others, allows for the continuation of violent 
behaviors towards marginalized peoples, such as Toni – a brown woman. In attempts to leave 
behind such oppressive and abusive circumstances, Toni left Sonoma and returned to Nevada.  
Back in Reno, Toni established a business partnership with another woman, and together 
they began building up their own urban farm. Throughout this process, sexism and the culture of 
gendered agriculture followed Toni and her partner. Toni shares that while they were starting 
their farm, they received a significant amount of help and resources from other farmers in their 
community – the majority of which were men. While “some did this out of the kindness of their 
hearts and some were genuinely proud of the work we were doing... some of those men 
definitely took on this like, oh, poor girls attitude.” Beyond this patronizing treatment, Toni tells 
me that, “some of them were outwardly sexist. One of them... would hit on me in front of his 
wife... but then he would show up sober with all this irrigation equipment that he donated to us.” 
This befuddling blend of harassment and contradicting kindness seem to define much of Toni’s 
experience in the agricultural world, and certainly plays a part in her questioning of place and 
autonomy in that community. In frustration, Toni states, “it was just like – what the hell, is this 
because you believe in ag or because you think I’m just some pathetic woman who can’t handle 
this, or because I’m supposed to owe you something now.”  
 Toni and I also discuss the gendering of agriculture on a broader scale – the ways in 
which different roles are associated with the masculine and feminine, how these have been 
constructed and evolved throughout history, and how these lines get crossed. Toni’s relationship 
with the farm mentor who harassed her speaks interestingly to this, and her description of him 
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offers support to the argument that masculine and feminine stereotypes and characteristics are 
merely deeply ingrained social constructs. She tells me:  
He was one of the most romantic and felt farmers ever... He understood the 
changings, the subtleties of the land that he farmed and watching him plant and 
watching him work in the fields... it was like watching a dance. So it is interesting 
to me because that farmer still perplexes me. That he could be the guy who 
grabbed me, but I can still remember these other aspects of him... the way he 
farmed in the field – I’ve never seen anyone, male or female – and to me it was 
much more feminine – maybe not female, but the act of the way he moved was 
more... based on a motherly kind of nurturing. 
 
With this beautiful and heartbreaking portrayal, Toni exhibits how the earth work of farming 
functions as a creative language with the potential to bridge the masculine/feminine dualism. Yet 
the violence of this dualism is so deeply ingrained that even when deconstructed in one way, it 
may still manifest in another. 
In addition to race and gender dynamics, Toni also addresses privilege and classism as 
significant factors in the struggle to find her place in art and farming communities. Toni 
expresses experiencing a sense of guilt throughout periods of her artistic and growing practices – 
a sense which lends itself to a feeling of emptiness in both. She says, “I have this guilt, in this 
way of knowing I’m in a place of relative privilege compared to a lot of the world. There are 
definitely people born with more privilege than me – I’m a brown person... and I’m female so 
definitely not a white male, you know. But I’m an American. I have lot of access to things.” This 
extraordinary self-awareness and reflexivity speaks to a quote from Baker (2016), who argues 
that, “the unique experiences of women and marginalized groups equip members with a better 
understanding of the oppressed,” (p. 12) as well as the sentiments shared by Robins, who states, 
“that any person conscious of being dominated is capable of recognizing this position in others 
(p. 9). In Toni’s case, this consciousness has made her question the validity, value, and place of 
her work as an artist and farmer. 
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With respect to her art making, Toni’s sense of guilt reached a peak while she was in 
college, where “making art started to feel really empty and really privileged, especially to be in 
higher education studying art.” For Toni, the act of producing work without utility, simply 
because it felt good to her, seemed selfish and “disposable.” Overtime, Toni struggled with 
feeling driven to create artistic work because, “it only fills me so much... it’s not this 
wholehearted satisfaction.” She does however, still share her recognition that, “there’s a place 
where art is extremely important. It’s another way to express, it’s a dialogue, it’s an educational 
tool – and beauty is important. But the ugliness of art is important too.”  
 Her awareness of privilege became particularly pronounced when Toni moved to 
Brooklyn, New York to work in flower farming and design. Initially, Toni hoped that this shift 
might serve as an intersection of her art background and growing practices. However, working 
for a prominent flower designer who created arrangements for large, and often elite events, Toni 
felt the same emptiness she had experienced making art in college. She elaborates, “You know, 
you would stress, and make all these flower arrangements, and grow these flowers... for literally 
like a four-hour event and... the beauty wasn’t even appreciated... it didn’t fit well with me. Like 
it really turned me off actually in a lot of ways.” Toni left New York and returned to farming in 
Nevada with a greater sense of value for food production farming, though she still maintained the 
awareness of her privilege in choosing to stay involved in agriculture.  
Toni offers a culminating example of the complex and interwoven elements of gender, 
race, and class, demonstrating once again that the various dynamics and oppressions present in 
our society cannot truly be confronted or deconstructed separate from one another. She speaks 
back to her experience working on the farm in Sonoma, California.  
There were a lot of female farmworkers, and I became close with them because I 
loved the way they worked. I loved the way they knew about food and vegetables 
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and ag in this very non-book way. You know it wasn’t because they were reading 
like Eliot Coleman and Wendell Berry. They didn’t know who any of those 
people were. They were just doing it because that was inherently part of their 
culture, and agriculture kind of brought me back to that part of myself, that I 
always identified as this white-washed kid. It brought me back to that world. But 
even in seeing those female farmworkers, even though they were the ones calling 
the shots, they were still dominated by some man – whether it be the head-farmer 
or whether it be other Hispanics within their own community – they had that 
amongst themselves. 
 
 With this open and insightful observation, Toni touches upon the complexity of 
hierarchal dynamics and a number of dualisms including male/female, academic 
knowledge/traditional knowledge, and white/non-white.  
The amalgamation of these dynamics drew Toni to urban agriculture, which holds greater 
potential to reach a wide demographic, particular of those living in marginalized communities 
and food deserts. With the successful establishment of her urban farm in Reno, Toni found that 
her sense of guilt diminished because her work directly helped feed the people around her. “I 
love urban farming because I love what food brings out in culture. I love that community that is 
centered around food.” In this urban environment, she also began to develop a sense of 
belonging, which was, as we came to realize in our conversation, deeply connected to her 
interests in public art.  
Throughout Toni’s story, she expresses that her art was driven by the theme of sense of 
place. Struggling to find her place in art and agriculture, this theme carried all the more weight, 
and became a necessary tool in her seeking. When we reach the topic of urban agriculture, Toni 
begins to make striking links between her urban farming and public art practices.  
I was always inspired by the idea that people in the world were creating 
something from these man-made spaces. I really felt that those were the people 
that were delving into a sense of place... And I think that’s why I love urban 
farming, because the majority of the time, you’re going to create an urban farm in 
a space that has been overlooked or abandoned. And there’s that desire to create 
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this... expression of something, whether that’s agriculture related or a beautiful 
garden, in something that was overlooked otherwise. 
 
In Toni’s practices of art and farming, this noticing of, and impulse to redefine such 
spaces was an exploration that contributed to the development of her sense of place. In some 
ways, this concept of giving attention to what goes unseen by others suggests a parallel to Toni’s 
experiences with her own identity. I reflect on the frustration Toni expressed in feeling that 
throughout her life, many people have placed their own definitions on her identity, choosing 
what to see or what not to see based on their preconceived notions and social stereotypes. 
Following this connection, I consider whether Toni’s gravitation towards finding and making her 
mark on overlooked spaces may perhaps, be a response to the ways in which she herself has felt 
overlooked. In her practice of revitalizing these spaces, Toni reclaims agency – even if only 
temporarily.  
In 2016, the three-year lease for the land upon which she and her partner built 
their farm was not renewed. Toni shares that this loss was “like a break-up,” not just with 
the farm, but with agriculture as a whole. Yet despite the heartache, Toni recognizes that 
this experience of growth and erasure is a natural and universal process.  
It’s this whole cycle – somebody takes over an abandoned space and they leave a 
mark on it. It our case it was this farm full of perennials and flowers and food – 
you know the way that a graffiti writer leaves a mark on a wall, and then 
somebody comes and buffs it out. And that’s essentially what happened to the 
farm. And then the dialogue that that creates. 
 
With resilience in her voice, Toni concludes, “it all does still reside in me – always 
having a genuine interest in the marks that people make on spaces that are open canvases, that 
the majority are not noticing until they leave those marks.” Through this maintained passion for 
revitalizing and beautifying overlooked spaces, Toni continues to seek her place, continues to 
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confront the myriad social dynamics and dualisms that she has faced, and continues to work 
towards building a space in which she feels she belongs.  
Toni Ortega currently works for Patagonia, sewing and repairing clothes and gear. 
Through an environmental internship program with the company, she will be going to 
farm for two months with a female-run, urban agriculture education program in Mexico 
City.  
*** 
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       Toni Ortega 
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Conclusion III 
The stories of Mary Okoth, Marguerite Gilbertson, and Toni Ortega offer valuable insight 
into a number of today’s social dynamics, which, broadly speaking, include gender, race, and 
class. In each narrative, these women demonstrate specific ways in which they have used the 
creative languages of art and farming to confront these dynamics and work towards dismantling 
the dualisms built upon a violent logic of domination. Mary’s story serves as a powerful example 
of how community engaged art and agriculture can address issues of social injustice, such as 
racial oppression manifested in the prison industrial complex and the reproduction of the 
white/non-white dualism. Her work with Solitary Gardens exhibits how art and farming practices 
come together to cultivate and spread compassionate dialogue regarding contemporary racism 
and prison abolition work through the implementation of accessible, visual languages. 
Marguerite’s story is an extraordinary testament to the strength found in confronting personal 
experiences of gender inequality, and the harm perpetrated by corporate industrial agriculture. 
Pairing her love for the family farm she grew up on with the frustrations she felt in this 
environment, Marguerite uses her emotions as fuel to produce creative works and spaces that 
share messages concerning the empowerment of women in art and agriculture, as well as the 
destructive nature of conventional farming. Toni’s story addresses the complex web of sexism, 
racism, and classism, and sheds light on the ways in which these social dynamics reinforce and 
perpetuate each other in the worlds of art, agriculture and beyond. Her narrative is a raw and 
important illustration of how these violent dynamics prevent marginalized communities from 
developing a sense of belonging. Toni’s work in urban agriculture and street art seeks to 
revitalize overlooked places and transform them into spaces of community engagement.  
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 As their stories attest, each of these three storytellers have been subject to the injustices 
of the hegemonic dualisms that govern our modern communities. In their respective ways, these 
women have used their artistic and growing practices as creative means of exposing and 
confronting these injustices. In doing so, they actively begin to dismantle the dualisms of 
masculine/feminine, academic knowledge/traditional knowledge, man/other, and white/non-
white which have led to a dangerous, fragmented worldview. As King (1990) writes, this work of 
bridging those classic dualisms – constructed primarily under the oppressive hand of a white, 
patriarchal regime – is the project of ecofeminism (p. 121). Thus, the women in this chapter rise 
to King’s summon for “women to recognize ourselves as agents of history,” paving a path 
towards an anti-dualistic worldview which understands and respects differences as integrally 
connected in the greater fabric of life.   
*** 
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CONCLUSION: FUCK, EVERYTHING IS CONNECTED 
In the early stages of this project, I prepared myself for the possibility that the 
connections I experience between art and farming may not be shared by others. I certainly hoped 
that some of the women I spoke with would share sentiments that might relate to my own. I 
hoped for a deeper understanding of those connections I felt, and how they may serve the greater 
purpose of expanding environmental discourse with creative languages. In complete honesty, I 
did not expect to discover such astoundingly inspiring and powerful common experiences. 
Interview after interview, I left these conversations in awe – recharged by the beauty and 
strength of the stories these women so generously shared with me, and validated in my own 
efforts to seek meaning in the ties between art and farming. For as this art essay reveals, the 
relationship that I feel between these two practices is one often shared – in one form or another – 
by the women who told me their stories. 
The practices of art making and food growing are connected as forms of creative and 
emotional expression, which serve as tools in facing and healing various challenges. These 
practices find relevance in intersectional ecofeminist theory because they respond to the 
movement’s call for validating and celebrating women’s diverse knowledge and role as 
producers, and for forging paths towards the recovery of our relationship with the greater earth 
community. Showcasing the power of creative languages in reconnecting the human community 
to the larger earth community and propelling socio-ecological movements, this study fortifies 
Orenstein’s (1990) assertion that:  
In the creation of new cultures that neither pit humans against nature nor set them 
above it, but rather situate us within the cycles of the cosmos and celebrate the 
interconnectedness of all things, the arts have begun to play a major 
transformational part. This, in itself, makes ecofeminism a different kind of 
political movement, for instead of viewing the arts as adjuncts to political activity 
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or as distractions from political activism, ecofeminism considers the arts to be 
essential catalysts of change. (p. 279) 
 
The stories of these women farmer-artists stand as evidence to my claim that intersectional 
ecofeminism, sustainable farming, and artistic work are integrally linked in their support of 
practices in storytelling, building place and identity, confronting oppressive social dynamics, and 
deconstructing dualisms.  
While honoring the unique experiences of each woman, this art essay also shows that 
there is great beauty and power in the commonalities found – that the tangling of our stories is 
worth celebrating. This tangling is a reflection of the connections we share as members of the 
tapestry of life’s human and earth communities. With the countless crossing stitches of our 
individual lives, we may begin to see that we are not separate from one another, that we are not 
separate from the plants and animals who share this earth home, and we are not separate from the 
land which sustains us. This image is consistent with the central ideologies of intersectional 
ecofeminism. While not all women in this study identify as ecofeminists, the work of these 
farmer-artist storytellers speaks to many of the values and concepts guiding the intersectional 
ecofeminism movement. From the gleaning of rural and traditional women’s knowledge as seen 
in the stories of Siri Undlin and Caroline Stephens; to the honoring of emotional connections to 
plants and animals as emphasized in the stories of Kat Wright, Danielle Lattuga, and Katie 
Helser; to the confrontation of oppressive social dynamics and dualisms as addressed in the 
stories of Mary Okoth, Marguerite Gilbertson and Toni Ortega, these women are, in their own 
practices, forging paths of personal, social, and environmental liberation.  
*** 
The diverse experiences shared in the stories of these ten women may be viewed as 
individual threads, each distinct in their paths and knots and patterns. But presented together, 
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these threads make up a larger image of an interwoven tapestry. Central to all their stories is the 
healing and empowerment these women have found in the utilization of farming and artistic 
practices to reconnect with the earth. In a society that has become disconnected from the land – 
that relies on this disconnection to perpetuate the logic of domination which allows for the 
plundering and abuse of both the earth and other humans – the creative languages of growing, 
visual art, music, and writing offer a means of combatting these violent forces and recovering a 
reciprocal relationship with both communities through the love and care, grown and expressed in 
those languages. With a multitude of shared sentiments and overlapping amongst the themes of 
this study – empowerment through storytelling, healing through senses of place and identity, and 
confrontation of social dynamics and dualisms – these threads weave in and out of each other, as 
do all our stories in the tapestry of life.  
Though I divide the ten narratives of this study into three overarching themes, they are 
not mutually exclusive. The separation of these themes and stories does not, admittedly, allow 
for the full representation of the storytellers’ experiences. Indeed, one of the most challenging 
steps in developing this art essay was determining which stories to place in each chapter because 
the themes themselves are so integrally connected, and the threads of the women’s stories are 
incredibly intertwined within these three themes. Towards the beginning of my coding process, I 
attempted to make a visual word map of the themes and sub-themes I had identified. The result 
was chaos – a mass of multi-colored lines crossing over and under each other in an illegible and 
overwhelming web. At a certain point, in great frustration, I wrote “FUCK, EVERYTHING IS 
CONNECTED!” at the top of the map. It soon became clear however, that this feeling of 
frustration was in fact, the crux of this project. And the frustration with my inability to 
categorize, compartmentalize, and label the interlocking pieces of the stories I had gathered was 
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ironically reflective of the ways in which our society has worked to separate and differentiate 
groups of people, types of knowledge, and the various beings in our earth communities. Perhaps, 
to an extent, it is in our nature to distinguish differences in order to make sense of the world 
around us. But there is danger in this separation. In our society, it has led to the evolution of 
hegemonic dualisms that serve as the foundation for much of the discrimination and violence 
propagated by our dominant hierarchical structures. Thus, the challenges of presenting this 
project have reinforced the truth that diversity need not preempt segregation; but rather, diversity 
offers greater opportunity for discovering connections and honoring shared experiences.  
Though I present “Empowerment through Storytelling and Engaged Communication” as 
its own theme, this study, as a whole, is first and foremost a storytelling project. In addition to 
recognizing that storytelling serves as a conceptual umbrella for this art essay, it is worth noting 
that many of the women in Chapters II and III also emphasize the importance of various 
practices of storytelling in their work. Both Caroline Stephens and Mary Okoth explore their 
heritage through oral history, shared with them by other members of their family. These two 
women express finding great meaning and knowledge in the narratives and experiences of their 
elders, which provide deeper understandings and connections to their own eco-stories. Caroline 
discusses an oral history project she conducted with her grandmother, who grew up on the land 
that their family continues to own. She describes, “I interviewed my grandmother about her 
experiences, different family member’s stories, her experiences of the farm, what kinds of crops 
they grew... I really value her knowledge... so I tried to glean as much as I could.” In addition to 
the shared value of heritage stories, Mary addresses the role of storytelling in her anti-oppression 
work. She speaks of learning from the stories that plants tell, and links this to her studies in 
herbalism, which also reconnect her with her eco-stories and the earth community as a whole. 
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Related to the stories of plants, Katie Helser discusses the importance of keeping a farm book to 
record the conditions and various production factors every year. Her sketchbook holds the story 
of each growing season – of the plants and weather and the animals, all of whom are central 
characters. As a novelist and poet, storytelling is a fundamental component of Danielle Lattuga’s 
work. Though I focus on her practices of healing through place and identity, creating and sharing 
stories of human and non-human beings is Danielle’s primary tool in cultivating these practices. 
As she shares, “I’ve been keeping journals since I was like 9... but I wanted more purpose than 
just the craft... I wanted to do the craft in a way that would inspire others.”  
The second theme, “Building Place and Identity as Practices of Healing” is also present 
throughout the experiences of women not represented in this chapter. The use of farming and art 
practices as tools in various types of healing stands as a common thread in nearly every story 
told. It is explicitly apparent in the narratives of Siri Undlin, Kat Wright, and Toni Ortega. Siri 
discusses how connecting to place through farming offers a sense of grounding, particularly 
between periods of frequent travel for music shows and tours. She says, “I was a crazy person, 
and the flowers brought me back to life. And I think it could be have been almost any kind of 
farm. Just working the land with your hands.” For Kat, who emphasizes the practice of visual 
storytelling, the exploration of her own identity through this creative language is a critical piece 
of her well-being and in healing personal trauma and ecological damage. Kat believes that, “this 
idea of tapping into our own personal stories, and this idea of connecting to our ancestors as a 
crucial part of this story... is part of a solution for dealing with a lot of the current cultural trauma 
and appropriation that’s going on.” I present Toni’s story in Chapter III because it is such a 
powerful testament to the impacts of social dynamics and the violence of racial, gendered, and 
classist dualisms. However, at the heart of her narrative is the exploration of her identity and a 
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search for belonging. Toni explains that, “the whole idea of sense of place, that theme... was the 
thing that helped me continue in art... but then the act of farming... was a more literal sense of 
place for me.” Though she continues to grapple with her place in the worlds of agriculture and 
art, this theme provides an avenue for Toni to confront the social dynamics that have left her 
feeling lost, and offers methods for healing from the displacement she has encountered 
throughout her life.  
In continued recognition of the interconnections between all three themes explored in this 
art essay, the confrontation of social dynamics and the deconstruction of dualisms are essential 
processes in healing our broken relationships with our human and earth communities. Consistent 
with the ecofeminist assertion that social injustices, the exploitation of women, and 
environmental degradation are linked by the common cause of a hierarchal logic of domination, 
approaches to resolving these issues of oppressions cannot be separated from one another. The 
systems of oppression also grow as a web. These violences are inextricably intertwined, 
reinforcing and reproducing each other. Therefore, liberation efforts must be aimed at 
dismantling the system as a whole. As Russell (1990) claims, “women’s liberation cannot be 
separate from the liberation of all – men, women, children, old, middle -ged, Black, White, 
Yellow, Red, and mixed, rich and poor, animals, plants and Mother Earth herself – from the 
tyranny of the conqueror society that now dominates the world” (p. 225). Given that the majority 
of the stories shared in this project demonstrate approaches towards such liberating healing, it is 
no surprise that a number of these narratives address the social dynamics and dualisms that have 
led to the current decrepit state of our human and earth communities.  
In addition to the narratives presented in Chapter III, storytellers Siri Undlin, Katie 
Helser, Danielle Lattuga, and Caroline Stephens also discuss various social dynamics and 
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dualisms. Siri’s research on traditional folk music and fairytales highlights the value of rural 
forms of knowledge, and thus confronts the dualism of academic knowledge/traditional 
knowledge. By elevating and celebrating the wealth of knowledge still held by women in rural 
communities, Siri rejects this dualism that places institutionalized knowledge – predominately 
held by men in elite, scholarly spheres – above forms of rural and indigenous knowledge. 
Caroline’s experience as a queer woman growing up in a conservative environment touches upon 
the gender and sexuality dynamics which remain an issue of conflict in our modern society. 
Though I do not explore this issue in great depth in this study, sexuality is an under-discussed 
area in the ecofeminist movement and literature. I found only two articles that focus on LGBTQ+ 
communities. This is highly problematic, as these communities undoubtedly face the same 
discrimination and oppression experienced by other marginalized peoples under our hegemonic 
social structures. Roxanne Gay (2014) addresses this in her book Bad Feminist, where she 
declares, “women of color, queer women, and transgender women need to be better included in 
the feminist project. Women from these groups have been shamefully abandoned by Capital-F 
Feminism” (p. iii). Gaard (1997) concurs, and narrows in on the ecofeminist movement, arguing 
that:  
There is a theoretical gap when we find that those few ecofeminists who do 
mention heterosexism in their introductory lists of human oppression have still 
not taken the dualism of heterosexual/queer forward to be analyzed in the context 
of their vertical lists of dualized pairs, and consequently into the theory being 
developed. (p. 139) 
 
Addressing her queerness and the related challenges she has faced, Caroline exposes the 
heterosexual/queer dualism and therefore takes the first step towards its deconstruction. 
Danielle’s work emphasizes the connection that exists between all creatures of the earth 
community. Writing in the genre of magical realism, she actively questions and deconstructs the 
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human/non-human dualism. Her current novel tells the story of a contemporary female range 
rider who becomes inexplicably pregnant. She describes, “the theory is that she might actually be 
an animal herself. It’s based a little bit on... an Inuit quote... that talks about when people were 
animals and animals were people... It was when the lines between humans and other animals 
were not so distinct.” In this explanation, Danielle also celebrates indigenous knowledge, 
addressing the academic knowledge/traditional knowledge dualism. Both Danielle and Katie 
include discussions of gender dynamics in their narratives, speaking to the characteristics of the 
masculine versus the feminine. Katie makes the distinction between her and her husband’s 
methods of keeping seasonal farm records. She elaborates, “my husband, if he plants seeds... he 
makes a spreadsheet. And it’s a computer base, very technological and analytical process.” Katie 
compares her own practices: “I have a sketchbook, with little drawings of seeds and handwritten 
notes... and I think that women’s empathy and our intense feelings really lends itself to farming 
because it is a very emotional practice.” Danielle shares similar views on masculine/feminine 
characteristics, though in her understanding, these characteristics are not analogous to 
man/woman – rather, both the masculine and feminine exist in all of us. She shares, “I’m really 
recognizing that balance of the masculine/feminine within each individual and how critical that 
is. Like the masculine, kind of strategic, technical side comes into play in identifying my goals 
and putting structure on them... So there’s that part of it, but then there’s all this inherent 
creative, feminine, nurturing energy that goes along with all of that, and they’re both so 
necessary.”  
*** 
Throughout the development of this project – from gathering literature, to finding 
participants, to conducting interviews, to verbally and artistically interpreting the women’s 
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stories – I play the role of researcher and interpreter. While intentionally practicing the 
qualitative feminist research values of reflexivity and support for participants’ agency in sharing 
their experiences, I acknowledge that this project is highly interpretive. Even with participant 
follow-ups and check-ins, my personal preconceptions, experiences, and cultural values have 
undoubtedly shaped the presentation of their stories. Resonating with the sentiments shared in 
Women’s Words, I am aware that my personal background has informed the way I approach the 
conversations carried out with the participants of this study. Jack and Andersen offer an example 
of a researcher with similar awareness. They describe: “as she interviewed Indian women from 
various Washington tribes, she felt torn between a need to gather specific information and an 
awareness of appropriate relationships between young and old: the rules she had learned as an 
Indian child prohibited questioning elders, initiating topics, or disagreeing in any form” (Jack 
and Andersen 1991:14). These cultural hierarchies are comparably present in my interactions 
with the women I spoke to – manifesting in different tones, reactions, and levels of openness 
depending on my relative relationship to each woman.  
As my personal experiences serve as the groundwork for this project, I also take on the 
role of one of this study’s storytellers. Identifying as a woman farmer-artist myself, I join the 
ranks of the ten other women, and thus weave my own story throughout this art essay in effort to 
close the gap between researcher and participant. Accordingly, I believe it is my responsibility to 
further investigate my own heritage and eco-story. I realize that the disconnect I critique in the 
academic field of environmental studies also exists within me, having been educated in culturally 
progressive and elite American academic spheres, but coming from a rural Thai heritage. I hope 
to dive into this dissonance and explore this gap through the continuation of this project in 
Thailand. With this continuation, I aim to give voice to Thai women in agriculture, to celebrate 
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the traditional knowledge these women in rural, agricultural communities hold, and to continue 
exploring forms of communication that bridge the gap between academic environmental theories 
and those communities who have less access to these conversations. 
I also acknowledge that conducting my study in northwestern Montana has resulted in the 
significant limitation of a relatively homogenous participant sample – primarily made up of 
middle-class, white women. While all the stories shared have provided valuable insight, I 
recognize a need to expand my sampling of participants to include the experiences of women 
from a wider range of cultural, economic, and ethnic backgrounds. Such recognition is 
particularly important to my position as a feminist researcher, as well as to my argument for the 
importance of developing and communicating an intersectional ecofeminism. With the 
continuation of this project in Thailand, I seek to respond to Jack and Andersen’s (1991) 
statement that “feminist research design and methodology... must to be sensitive to the cultural 
diversity present in the larger population” (p. 44). I aim to address the limitations of this study 
and confront ecofeminist critiques through engagement of an intersectional and global 
ecofeminist theory which considers the diversity of women’s experiences across race, sexuality, 
class, and national boundaries. 
*** 
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AFTERWORD 
Perched on my desk chair with knees pressed into chest, my hands stretch out over the 
keyboard like twigs from a stumpy tree. I have been trying to pull all the threads of these stories 
together, to tie them into bundles or wrap them around my fingers or perhaps braid them, and 
present them to you, neatly. I write, before a post-it-note-obscured window looking out into the 
green glow of a maple’s young leaves. The street beyond the maple is quieted, and the parking 
lot beyond the street is emptied. It is April, 2020, and though spring continues its growth 
unfazed, this season has been marked by uncertainty for the human community. Outside of this 
project, I have been strategically planning gloved and masked grocery store runs, compiling 
documents for unemployment applications instead of job applications, and every morning, I pair 
my coffee with the latest news, desperately ingesting local, national, and global updates on the 
coronavirus COVID-19 pandemic until my stomach aches.  
Back home in California, my parents sit on the phone with me for hours a day, confined 
to their house under the nearly nationwide shelter-in-place orders. I spend a week lost in child’s 
fear, as my 61-year-old mother’s temperature rises and our conversations are cut short by the 
cough that swallows the ends of her sentences. I don’t yet have the words to share the flood of 
relief that comes when my mother’s voice begins to run clear again – when, over FaceTime, she 
rises out of bed to show me the lilacs blooming outside her room’s window. So she reports, as 
she often does, on the seasons’ shifting – the new birdsong rising and the bright breezes wafting 
down the ash tree tunnel of Safford Avenue. My father tells me the air is clearer than the usual 
thickness that settles stagnant over the San Joaquin Valley. He shows me his garden, thriving in 
the same soil I helped him weed and harvest when I was young. Though the land there is dry and 
dusty, and boiling temperatures offer the only resemblance to the tropical environment of my 
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father’s Thai homeland, his garden flourishes with the humid greens of sweet basil, chili peppers, 
bitter eggplants, and lemongrass. In its wild, weedy rows, it is a beautiful antithesis to the eye-
glazing homogeneity of the Valley’s razor-straight crop lines.  
I think of the farmers and ranchers in the San Joaquin Valley – an epicenter of 
industrialized agriculture, where billboards proclaiming the farms’ right to water, sourced from 
reservoirs over the Sierra Nevada’s, line the highways that cut through endless miles of 
monoculture almond groves and cabbage rows. I think of the thousands of immigrant and 
migrant farmworkers still bent over in the fields, going hungry unable to afford the food they 
harvest, as grocery supplies run short and their work days grow long. As undocumented laborers, 
they receive no stimulus checks, have no access to testing or other healthcare services, and I 
wonder how many COVID-19 cases amongst them have gone unreported (Orozco 2020).  
Across the globe, while some communities are forced into lock-down, others are still 
being forced from their homes by human violence and the impacts of climate change. While the 
media floods with messages on social-distancing practices and hand-sanitizing instructions, 
chemical toxins still run through our blood and from mothers’ breast milk into babies’ bellies. 
While we count the numbers of the people lost to COVID-19, the non-human inhabitants of this 
planet also continue to die out at exponential rates. This pandemic is a concentrated reflection of 
the impacts of our long abusive treatment towards human and earth communities. Bolstered by 
modern technology’s capacity to share mass-media coverage, and by the devastating impacts on 
globalized trade and economies worldwide, the violence of COVID-19 has made itself visible in 
ways that so many historical social and ecological violences never were. This is not to undermine 
or devalue the tragedy COVID-19 has inflicted upon the human community, but rather to 
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recognize that such harm has long existed and will continue to thrive if we uphold a paradigm of 
conquer and use.  
Viruses are a natural means of maintaining balance in the earth community. And while 
COVID-19, as a fast-traveling respiratory virus, is undoubtedly causing catastrophic and world-
changing damage to the human community, it is also stripping bare the social structures and 
systems of our modern times. It is exposing the violent and unsustainable bones of an oppressive, 
discriminating, and patriarchal corporate capitalist regime (Dascomb 2020). This is a regime, as 
we are seeing, that falls apart in the face of nature’s power. It is a regime which, in arrogant 
defiance of and disconnection to the ways of nature, cannot, in the long term, sustain human life. 
How much more damage will it take for us to see and accept this? For us to understand that a 
return to what was ‘normal’ will only bring us back to where we are in this present moment? For 
us to acknowledge that our ‘normal’ was in fact, never normal, “other than we normalized greed, 
inequity, exhaustion, depletion, extraction, disconnection, confusion, rage, hoarding, hate, and 
lack?” (Taylor 2020) How much more damage will it take for us to see and accept that such 
normalization has been cutting holes in the fabric that holds us all? The multitude of violences 
we are experiencing today are not the results of COVID-19 alone. They are the intensifying of 
tears already made. We are witnessing the calamitous consequences of a torn tapestry of life.  
And despite it all, we are still slashing down the forests that give us air to breathe, drilling 
and draining the ground from which our food grows, and pouring waste into the waters from 
which we drink. Behind the headlines of American states’ closures, international travel 
restrictions, and global infection trends, the Trump Administration is allowing polluters to break 
U.S. Environmental Protection Agency laws without penalty during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
lowering fuel economy and emission standards for the automobile industry, rolling back climate 
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change regulations that previously restricted new coal plants, weakening regulations on coal-
fired power plants’ release of mercury and other toxic metal pollutants, and continuing efforts to 
expand oil and gas drilling (Holden 2020; Knickmeyer 2020; Lewis 2020; “Trump 
Administration” 2020). Louder than ever, the earth is blaring signs of the wounds we have made, 
and yet, we are still not listening. As a species, we are failing ourselves because we have built a 
system that values profit growth over the emotional, physical, mental and spiritual health of 
individuals, the human community, and the earth community. The tears in the tapestry of life are 
spreading. And without mending, we will fall straight through the holes we have made. 
This is our reality. I would be lying to say that I do not feel despaired at times. But in 
these moments, I remember the words of Janisse Ray (2012):  
The assumption is that hope is a prerequisite for action. Without hope one 
becomes depressed and then unable to act. I want to stress that I do not act 
because I have hope. I act whether I have hope or not. It is useless to rely on hope 
as motivation to do what’s necessary and just and right. Why doesn’t anybody 
ever talk about love as motivation to act? I may not have a lot of hope, but I have 
plenty of love, which gives me fight. We are going to have to fall in love with 
place again and learn to stay put. (p. 193) 
 
These sentiments are poignantly relevant in today’s context, as we are forced to stay put 
in our houses and in our towns throughout the world. And in the face of hopelessness, we see 
evidence of the fight that is fueled by love for each other and the places we call home. For as we 
bear witness to the unraveling threads and holes in this fabric, we are also witnessing the 
incredible strength and importance of both artistic languages in connecting us, and sustainable 
agriculture in supporting us. Across the globe, farmers and artists of all forms are rising to meet 
the current crisis with resilience and compassion. In some cities, music floods the streets at dusk, 
as residents sing and play together from their private balconies. Sitting behind their sewing 
machines at home, artists – self -defined or not – piece together homemade masks for civilian 
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use as medical supplies run low. Organic seed companies find themselves back-ordered, as more 
and more households look to start their own backyard gardens for self-reliant food sources (Rao 
2020). Around my own town of Missoula, Montana, local farmers are partnering with each other 
to offer a range of products available for purchase through online stores and for pick-up at 
organized locations (Mangan 2020). Other local farmers have set out donation-based farm 
stands, making produce and plant starts accessible to low-income individuals, all while avoiding 
in-person interactions (LeVaux 2020). In many communities, artists have come together in 
virtual collaboration, creating, selling, and offering the profits made to various organizations 
supporting COVID-19 relief and humanitarian causes. And every day, my mother selects a poem 
to read aloud and posts it for all to hear. This is the force of creative and emotional languages – 
languages which are an intrinsic and beautiful part of being human. These are the languages 
shared through the stories of the women artist-farmers in this project. 
These women’s stories speak to both the challenges we face and the healing power of 
reconnecting to place, to the land, and the greater earth community. The storytellers in this art 
essay prove that the emotional connections cultivated through creative and sustainable 
agriculture practices foster the love, humility, and care that inspire the action and change we 
need to survive. Though the threads of their experiences are uniquely their own, they come 
together, wound and wandering, knotted and overlapping, to show that creativity and emotion are 
potent tools in recovering our relationships and reweaving our place in the tapestry of life. So, I 
abandon my attempts to give you a tidy ending, and offer instead this messy and tangled and 
beautiful web, in hopes that you will celebrate your own story, your own intertwining threads – 
and in celebration, fall in love with the ground through which they are sewn. 
*** 
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